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This thesis is concerned with architectural and design practitioners involved in areas outside of their training: 
specifically, with the way designers embrace a do-it-yourself or DIY ethic to create experimental, ephemeral, 
collaborative environments not usually considered “architecture” in the professional sense. This happens 
because they become directly involved with a variety of methods, construction activities, project types and 
materials normally associated with amateur building. The thesis does not aim to contribute to more 
comprehensive solutions for architectural production (say, commercial practice), but rather focuses on a 
particular production opportunity. It attempts to draw forth qualities of process, practice and conceptualisation that 
are of relevance to architecture and could be the basis of future exploration in architecture.  
 
With this intent, this thesis outlines a conceptual explanation for why these designers sometimes background 
their training in, and knowledge of, building procurement, in favour of amateur building activities. This design 
approach raises questions about the way architecture is understood, discussed and practiced. In philosophy and 
architectural theory, architecture is usually described as a device for ordering and framing the world, an 
opposition to the unfolding, unpredictable process of the evolving, natural world. Yet there are things that some 
designer-maker-inhabitants do in practice to thwart their environmental control and influence, thus introducing a 
degree of unpredictability into projects. This unusual design approach has the potential to inform discussions 
about architecture and architectural practice beyond this thesis.  
 
There is a plethora of technical information about DIY in the popular media, yet little investigation of how 
professionally-trained designers creatively engage with DIY. The experimental approach to building and space 
studied in this research is different to self-building or simple DIY because it does not adhere to a set of design 
plans or set approaches. This approach is also different to outsider architecture or vernacular building because it 
is initiated by people with design knowledge and training, even if they put aside some of their knowledge. To 
clarify this latter approach to architecture and space, the research describes a space of blurring between 
professional and non-professional building, architectural control and spontaneity; a space of germinant practice, 
based on the precepts and proposals manifest in germinant philosophy. The thesis includes speculations about 
ways to encourage germinancy in design practice. 
 
This practice-led study involved preliminary fieldwork studies through critical analysis of my own, and others, site-
specific installation art practice. These preliminary studies led to two major fieldwork projects in Brisbane: both 
are homes to artists and architecturally- trained designers working outside of commercial, professional practice.  
 
Keywords: germinant design practice, Deleuze & Guattari, do-it-yourself, site-specific installation art, 
experimental making. 
A germinant building. 
Source: Digital image by the author, based on 
originals courtesy of Graham Meltzer and the 
author. 
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            foreword:   
         research format 
                                                                                                                                                        
 Outlines the thesis format. 
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According to the Lexicon Webster Dictionary, germinant means ‘Sprouting; beginning to grow; gradually developing’ 
(Kellerman et al 1980, p. 408). Whilst recognizing the contingent and provisional nature of my findings, the 
document is a guide for germinant practice, outlining the key issues in this design approach as well as practical tips 
for encouraging germinancy in the design process. Nevertheless, the document is a guide to the topic rather than a 
prescriptive tome because, in the do-it-yourself spirit, I hope to encourage others to challenge and expand my 
findings through their own practices. This document is also a record of my practice-led research journey, 
discovering and exploring a germinant design practice, focusing in particular on the interaction between DIY and 
professional approaches. The interface between these modes of practice produces tensions that, in turn, create 
further questions about how environments are conceived and created, particularly in relation to architectural 
practice: these questions are discussed in the concluding chapter.   
 
how this research was conducted 
 
This research involves three areas of fieldwork. The first preliminary fieldwork involved my own site-specific 
installations and critiques of others’ practice. This led to two subsequent fieldwork projects involving the modification 
of residences by design professionals. It was important to select accessible, local fieldwork projects as part of the 
DIY ethic. Do-it-yourselfers advocate a hands-on, local approach to making, particularly as part of environmental 
and anarchist approaches to DIY. The first fieldwork project, Avebury St, is my home, where I live with my children 
and designer-furniture maker partner. The second fieldwork project, Selvalegre, is home to an architectural 
academic and artist. The fieldwork involved formal and informal interviews. For the first project, I conducted several 
formal interviews with people involved in Avebury St. These interviews were recorded and later transcribed, and 
informed the experimental and collaborative conception of this project. The interviews were analysed by identifying 
thematic links across the interviews, related in particular to issues of change, home and do-it-yourself attitudes. For 
the second project study, I spoke to the residents about their project and influences on several occasions 
throughout 2006-2008. I visually documented and explored the evolving projects through photographs and digital 
collages. I have intimate knowledge of both case studies as a resident and building inhabitant. Avebury St is my 
own family home, in which I have been designer, laborer, homemaker and resident. Selvalegre is not my home, but 
I have been a frequent visitor there since 1997. This intimate knowledge enabled me to bear witness to the 
spontaneous, evolving nature of these projects, and consequently identify the specific project conditions and 
techniques for fostering germinant practice. 
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rationale for the document format 
 
The thesis adopts a hybrid format, loosely based on two approaches. First, the document follows a narrative format 
showing the development of the research inquiry in sequential chapters. This is an established approach within 
practice–led research *. Researchers describe how their insights develop over the course of their studies through a 
combination of literature review, critical analysis and design or art practice. Researchers use the narrative format to 
show how investigating different, and even divergent, fields and ideas develops into a rigorous, cogent exegesis. 
This is important when researchers do not work from a fixed hypothesis or study area – a characteristic of much 
arts-based, practice-led research.  
 
This research narrative did not emerge from my singular voice as a researcher because of the multiple inputs or 
“voices” involved in the research, including; the verbal and visual inputs made by other research participants, 
including the inhabitants and makers of the fieldwork projects; the comments made by unknown or “blind” referees 
examining conference papers produced during the study; and the material existence of buildings and spaces 
produced as part of the fieldwork, discussed and documented in the thesis. This particular use of narrative will be 
discussed further in introduction of the research journey: methods chapter. Even though presented as a narrative, 
the chapters in this thesis were not developed in the chronological sequence in which they are presented here. 
They are set up for the reader as an unfolding discovery of germinant thinking. Each chapter of this thesis is a 
formulation of an idea or dimension of practice, produced at a particular moment in the research journey: beginning 
with the practice of site-specific installation art, followed by experimental interior and building practice. Many of 
these formulations were submitted for publication either in a conference setting or in scholarly journals. To 
consolidate thematic links across the chapters, and to provide a through-line for the thesis reader, I draw attention 
to issues that may have been left implicit in the initial conference papers or publications. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* An example of the narrative, biographic 
format for practice-led research can be seen 
in two recent doctoral projects by artists at 
QUT. Keith Armstrong (2002) and Lyndall 
Milani (2004) both presented their research 
as an unfolding of ideas over time. The 
narrative format accommodates a non-linear 
approach, such as action research (Davis 
2004, p. 12).  
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The disadvantage of the narrative format is that it might imply that the research developed in a clear linear format, 
when this is not the case. For this reason, I have also drawn on a second approach to format; and have organized 
the document in a guide format, grouping information under topics so that readers can access different sections 
according to themes. I also did this to reflect the spirit of the research topic which taps into “popular” ideas like do-it-
yourself construction manuals. I want the reader to approach this document, and its themes and techniques, in an 
open-ended manner. Even if a reader used most of the approaches in a single project, the final built outcomes will 
be unique due to the interaction of \project conditions like site, time and people! 
 
The graphic layout of this document is inspired by the catalogue format seen in contemporary DIY documents such 
as The Whole Earth Catalog * and Recipes for Disaster: An Anarchist Cookbook (CrimethInk. Workers’ Collective 
2006). These forms of DIY publications reflect the spirit of thinking consistent with this research. First, they reflect a 
localized view of production whereby designers are also makers. Second, DIY documents like The Whole Earth 
Catalog are published by the authors, thus lacking the commercial, homogenizing influence seen in professionally 
produced documents. Finally, these documents use readily available and inexpensive technology like photocopiers 
and home printers. This is not only for financial reasons during the production phase, but to make the documents 
cheaper and therefore more accessible to the home-producer and audience alike. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Since the late 1960s and 1970s, there has 
been a plethora of DIY publications addressing 
a broad range of topics, particularly as a result 
of the experimental, democratic movements in 
North America (Wikipedia 2007a, p. 2). These 
publications range from the ecologically 
orientated The Whole Earth Catalog and 
Shelter (1973) publications, to commercially 
orientated product catalogues by companies 
like IKEA who emphasise assembly by the 
home maker.  
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Like many DIY producers, I used technology available in my home “office”, also the Avebury St research site. I 
combined most of the written text and visual information using standard Microsoft Office and Adobe Photoshop 
software. I was also inspired by the DIY publication format seen in contemporary art discourse *.  
 
The first section of this document deals with introductory information including: this foreword; a chapter on the 
choice of the topic; a chapter on theories and literature summary; and a chapter about the research methods and 
process. Following the introductory chapters, this document has four main chapters: installations; interiors; 
buildings; and practices. Within each of these chapters, the information is grouped according to four broad, 
interrelated categories; introduction, including project backgrounds; philosophies and ideas; methods: sites; and 
materials. These categories were not immediately apparent within the fieldwork projects, and so I grouped the 
information in order to make it more accessible to the reader.  
 
The chapter installations covers much of my initial research into site-specific installation practice. The next chapter, 
interiors, outlines the ideas, materials and activities associated with creating the Avebury St residential project. The 
buildings chapter covers another germinant Brisbane residence, Selvalegre. In the final chapter, practices, I identify 
the key strategies of the design processes used in germinant projects, and reflect upon the challenges of this design 
approach for professionally-trained designers.  
 
The literature review of this thesis is presented in a distributed form throughout the book in text boxes beside the 
main text. This improves the flow of my argument without being overly impeded by in-text citations. It was important 
to present this information as parallel narrative in the textboxes, rather than as endnotes or footnotes to the main 
text. Readers can refer to the distributed text boxes to access specific supporting literature for the adjacent main 
text about the fieldwork projects. However, readers can also read the main text and / or literature review 
independently of each other. A summary of the existing literature also appears in the theories chapter, which 
functions like a guide or index to key terms. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* An example of a guide-inspired document is the 
exhibition catalogue The Interventionists: User's 
Manual for the Creative Disruption of Everyday 
Life (Thompson and Sholette 2004). This 
document has theoretical essays interspersed 
with individual artworks, loosely grouped in 
different exhibition themes. 
The author in the Avebury St loft, set up as a home 
office to create this document. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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text and images 
 
The images are by the author unless otherwise noted. Most written pages are accompanied by an image or series 
of images, which record the development of the research in a visual format. These images vary and include: 
photographs acting as visual records of an artwork, space or object at a particular time; reproductions of text and 
images from diaries; and exploratory images that are digitally generated or collaged from other sources. The images 
are displayed to both support the verbal text and as a visual story in their own right. It is hard to capture the 
movement, experimentation and multiplicity characteristic of germinant practice in words alone. The images convey 
a non-verbal impression of the germinant because they are more elusive than words and are also influenced by 
different factors that evoke the collaborative, unpredictable dimensions of practice. For example, several of the 
images were taken by different people rather than a single author, to convey different visual impressions of the 
fieldwork projects. Environments are also shown at different times and with different occupants. The images are 
original in the sense they are not reproduced from other sources or books. I would like the reader to treat images 
are an evocation of the research journey alongside, but interdependent with, the written text. The few plan and 
section diagrams of the Avebury St project are included to communicate a specific issue to the reader related to the 
building evolution. 
 
Generating, experimenting with and compiling the images for the document acted as a form of experimental making 
and thinking, informed by and informing my personal participation in the making of the buildings, art and text 
described in the following chapters. When the text was originally developed for a conference, the images became 
an integral aspect of the conference presentation for the audience. The pen and ink sketches from my personal 
research journals and experiments in digitally manipulated images feature more strongly in earlier chapters. Many 
images document built installations and building constructions. In the later chapters about interior sites, I have 
digitally collaged and altered original photographs to evoke the ideas of time and evolution discussed in the text.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
The different kinds of images made by the author to 
evoke ideas and / or illustrate physical spaces. 
Clockwise, from left: pen-and-ink journal sketch; 
photo from the Behind the Boundary (2000) 
installation; a digitally-manipulated image of the 
Boundary (2000-2001) installation; and a digital scan 
of a small box sculpture made in the home studio. 
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Several of the photographs are taken by other people who have given me permission to incorporate their images 
into this document. They are included to recognize the collaborative dimension of buildings and the wide range of 
material influences on design, particularly projects such as Avebury St and Selvalegre. My life partner Matthew 
Dixon documented the Avebury St project as an inhabitant, designer and maker, and his images include 
photographs of building changes, details and our family and friends inhabiting the space. Matthew and I 
commissioned architect-photographer Graham Meltzer to document Avebury St as a record of the space at a 
moment in time. He focused on the physical space, and his images record Avebury St using techniques often used 
to create architectural imagery, such as fish-eye lenses and exaggerated visual perspective. 
 
Important as it was to see Avebury St through another person’s architectural perspective, I wanted to develop this 
view further for the purpose of this research. With Graham and Matthew’s permission, and using software such as 
Adobe Photoshop Elements 2, I created digital images as collages of other images taken at different times, 
particularly those images showing people inhabiting and construction the project. To evoke the hanging nature of all 
the fieldwork, I also used this digital collage technique to present the Selvalegre residence *. In addition to the 
photocollage technique, some of the images serve to document and illustrate particular aspects of projects. Images 
of artworks by Craig Walsh and Ashley Paine are included in the installations chapter. Ashley has also provided me 
with projects from the architectural firm m3architecture, where he works as an architect. Several of the images of 
Selvalegre project were taken by its resident, Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes. Pedro Guedes also provided me with 
copies of his drawings of the Selvalegre project, which I have then scanned. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Collage and photo collage are established 
design techniques for recording changing 
environments and artworks. The collage 
technique enabled mid twentieth-century 
designers Charles and Ray Eames to 
document and celebrate their design 
practice, such as the ever-changing home / 
design studio, the Eames House or Case 
Study #8 (Colomina 1997) Photocollage 
conveys a sense of time and change that is 
less apparent in the original photographs, 
sculptures and images upon which my 
collages are based; as well as conveying a 
sense of future possibilities for inhabitation. 
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Germinant research: spreading across different fields and mediums.  
Source: Digitally-manipulated image by the author with Mat Lawson. 
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             why  germinant?   
              : research significance  
 
Outlines the value of this research. 
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research significance and contribution 
 
This research is significant because it differentiates between the germinant design approach and other approaches 
blurring designing with environmental inhabitation and production, including DIY, self-build and outsider or visionary 
environments. This differentiation happens due to the identification of the underlying, often implicit reasons that 
motivate some designers and architects to work outside of their normal practices for certain projects, as well as the 
practical techniques used in these projects. The research provides a hands-on perspective of a life lived through 
building; focusing on the transformation of homes into evolving design projects. Many theorists struggle to 
categorise this unusual method of environmental creation for two reasons. Each environment is materially site-
specific, and the individuals involved vary significantly in terms of their education, experiences and motivations. By 
explaining the projects in terms of biophilosophical ideas, and design process and production, this study reveals 
how this approach to environmental creation is more than individual whimsy; speculating on the theoretical and 
practical value of these projects, which is an ongoing issue in art and design discourse:   
 
Unlike a contemporary installation artist–making a site-specific piece that has little or nothing to do with the 
artist’s home or personal life-the environment builders, instead, each developed a symbiotic relationship with 
her or his home ground in response to a unique and heartfelt vision. This raises the question of how such 
intense individuality manifests a trove of communal information. 
(Umberger 2007, p. 49) 
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In nearly all the existing research on simultaneous designing-making-inhabitation, designers and architects retain 
their primary role as principal conceptual creators; be it physical or hypothetical space; and / or the conditions of 
inhabitation and construction. This is usually because the research explores building propositions rather than the 
architect’s direct involvement in making and inhabitation. This research offers a different perspective for two 
reasons. First, it looks at specific cases in which the architect moves out of the singular role of designer, frame-
maker, to also become everyday inhabitant and DIY builder. The research contributes to the relatively small body of 
research on DIY, particularly with regard to designers using DIY approaches and materials. The discourse on DIY 
provides a context and point of differentiation for the development of the concept of germinant design practice. DIY 
is dealt with on pp. 23-26 in the subsequent theories chapter; on pp. 212- 216 of the buildings chapter; and 
throughout the practices chapter. 
 
Second, this research uses biophilosophy to understand and analyse the fieldwork projects. As a consequence, the 
research brings together different fields of knowledge through the theme of germinancy, and identifies the 
motivations, processes and techniques of this approach. An important benefit of understanding germinant design 
practice is that it shows how and why designers try to engage with everyday issues popular outside of design 
settings, particularly do-it-yourself ideas and activities. In both conceptual and practical terms, germinant design 
practice provides a link between the worlds of designers, makers and laypeople. Another benefit of understanding 
architecture through germinancy is its reframing of the role of the architect or designer as a design / project 
manager. Germinant philosophies provide the conceptual basis for seeing buildings as the sum of multiple, 
changing influences over time. All these influences are important, and not only include human agency, but 
influences such as materials and technologies. 
 
This research also uses biophilosophy to highlight implicit or under-theorised interconnections between different 
disciplines and schools of thought. It consolidates and extends an existing body of knowledge on evolving, 
inhabitant-generated do-it-yourself spaces currently captured in a range topics including; philosophy; self-build 
housing; DIY; unfinished building; site-specific installation; and process or systems-based approaches to 
environment design such as participatory designing. 
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Although the case study projects have not been studied before, the originality of research lies not in the significance 
of the projects themselves but in the identification of the germinant thinking and design techniques embedded in 
these projects.  While non-professionals often experiment with their homes, designers and architects face 
compelling practical and legal impediments to engaging in spontaneous, experimental building. This is why the 
study identifies methods, sites and materials used to encourage germinancy in the fieldwork projects. These 
categories resonate with the discussion of the artisan in a key biophilosophical text, Deleuze and Guattari’s A 
Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Deleuze and Guattari refer to the different ways artisans expose 
their practices to multiple influences; their method of form-making, driven by matter and materials rather than ideas; 
their ongoing search for unique, site-specific materials; and their acceptance of material idiosyncrasies encountered 
during making (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, pp. 451-452).   
 
Many researchers contribute to knowledge by developing new categories and models from their observations in the 
field. I resisted writing a checklist or manual for a germinant practice as a set proforma for making a germinant 
space. This would be inappropriate, as germinant projects never emerge from a singular theoretical or dogmatic 
position. Nevertheless, it was important to distinguish between germinant and mainstream design practice, and to 
suggest how germinant ideas and activities can be encouraged in design practice. Many germinant tendencies are 
implicit in existing, dispersed bodies of knowledge on design practice, and I did not want to exacerbate this problem. 
The fieldwork and the speculative research findings are presented within four simple categories – key ideas, 
methods, sites and materials - to help others understand, clarify and, then, initiate their unique germinant design 
practices. These categories are nevertheless provisional rather than prescriptive - and why the research must be 
read as a particular study of the ways particular designers have enmeshed themselves into the messy, everyday, 
germinant conditions of life by embracing DIY methods, site and materials.  
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This research shows how evolving, practice-led research methods can be used to uncover issues implicit within 
different design discourses and practices. Germinant approaches do not occur within a set territory, moving across 
many fields and disciplines. In order to capture and understand the germinant “way”, the research process has been 
treated in a similar manner: the “materials” involved many ideas and references; and the “construction” was 
assembled from issues that arose during the fieldwork analysis and practice. As a consequence of this shifting and 
blurring, the challenge at the end of the research is to produce a coherent academic research document with clear 
intentions, argument and detailed analysis of a specific area. This challenge occurs for all research trying to avoid 
positivist thinking. To respond to this dilemma, there were three main strategies used in the construction of this 
document in order to capture the evolutionary and indeterminate nature of germinant practice; shifting between 
theory and practice; unfolding practice through non-sequential modes of reporting; and traversing several areas of 
practice. First, the research is presented as a shifting between theory and practice. While this research did not 
begin with a set hypothesis or argument, several important research discoveries did emerge during the investigative 
journey. The discoveries made through writing about and being involved in design projects are presented in the 
form of a visual and written narrative. The thesis document was also constructed as an exercise in DIY building, 
presenting a discovery of the germinant, incorporating both visual and textual material that encourages the reader to 
immerse himself in the thought and making processes captured in the thesis. Second, the research involves non-
sequential or non-linear reporting methods. The reader is presented with different opportunities to read and re-
construct the research, by interweaving different kinds of research material; the images; the literature review in the 
text boxes; and the written text. As described previously, ideas are grouped according to the important discoveries 
throughout the research journey, rather than chronologically. Finally, the research traverses several different areas 
of practice through using the idea of the germinant to craft the research document. Although I generally argue 
against fixed categories and methods for design, I have used the germinant “theme” to identify and consolidate the 
research, and in doing so, highlight an often implicit philosophical belief within different activities. This conceptual 
positioning allows a readier recognition of the germinant tendencies within a range of design and art practices.  
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This germinant research crosses many territories, 
including different disciplines, theories and 
practices. 
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                   theories:    
           literature summary 
 
Summarises the literature and key ideas underpinning this research. 
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This chapter summarizes how and why I have used particular ideas and terms; these are presented alphabetically. 
To clarify and reiterate important issues, some of these ideas are discussed again within subsequent fieldwork 
chapters. This chapter also details key literature referred to during the research. Throughout the research process, I 
referred to a broad range of theories, which generally reflect two philosophical orientations; phenomenological 
theories, with an emphasis on people-environment relations; and philosophies of change and evolution, largely 
interpreted from the writings of Elizabeth Grosz, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. The terms and theories are often 
interrelated, but focus on a particular aspect of space or design. Many of the art and architectural ideas and 
practices stem from the late 1960s and early 1970s, when occupant-focused, collaborative designing reached a 
“peak”. This happened when many artists and architects became involved in democratic cultural and social 
changes, particularly in North America and England.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Diverse, interconnected ideas and practices 
characterize germinant theories.  
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summary of existing literature 
 
Literature is referred to in two ways in this research. First, as previously mentioned, the literature review itself is 
located in a distributed format as text boxes alongside relevant images and fieldwork discussion. This is so that 
pertinent information supporting a particular practice or analysis can be read in relation to the adjacent text and 
images, whilst still remaining independent. Second, this theories chapter presents key ideas and theories 
underpinning the study. This chapter can be used as an index or guide to ideas that are further discussed in the 
fieldwork chapters. The literature is drawn from a broad range of fields and disciplines, covering: theories and 
philosophies of space and design; and theories of architecture, building design and making. This research 
transverses several areas of theory and practice, and is in this sense not located within a single tradition or 
discipline. Before outlining individual key ideas, I summarise the different theories from which these ideas are drawn 
whilst highlight the focus of this particular research. 
 
theories of space, art and architecture 
Theories about space, architecture and design have been drawn directly from philosophy and from design literature 
referring to philosophy. These texts highlight the way we think about space; and have been used by designers to 
think about building and design practice, or the way we make buildings. These philosophical theories can be 
classified as phenomenological and biophilosophical. The phenomenological texts present space and buildings 
through social interactions in and with objects. The focus of these texts is not on the design of buildings or space 
per se, but rather buildings as a medium for understanding the world. The authors in this grouping include Martin 
Heidegger (1975a; 1975b; 1996; 1997) and Glen Hill (2002), an architect referring to phenomenological theory. 
Martin Heidegger focuses on issues of everyday dwelling, and everyday issues of home and occupation are 
important to this thesis. This research also refers to texts criticising phenomenology, by writers Luce Irigaray (1999) 
and Palmer (1998). As pointed out by theorists such as Daniel Palmer, the challenge of Martin Heidegger’s writings 
relates to his references to particular, vernacular, European buildings rather than contemporary art and architecture. 
Irigaray criticises Heidegger’s overarching emphasis being because it does not account for different modes of being, 
including female being; ‘Being-original ecstasis, where man exists in permanent representation’ (p. 100). Heidegger 
also places emphasis on being, and subjects and objects, whereas the texts in the next category – biophilosophy – 
reflect an emphasis on other influences including materials and natural processes. I also refer to phenomenological 
theorists such as Grace (1989) and van Manen (1990) who support the personal involvement of the researcher in 
the research setting – which is a characteristic of this research. Phenomenology is valuable to architects and 
designers because its advocates reinforce that architecture can be thought of as an integral part of human 
existence, rather than simple form-making. Biophilosophical texts take this position further; reminding us that 
humans are only one of many influences affecting life and creation, including environment creation.  
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Most of the philosophical texts referred to in this research are described by Ansell Pearson (1999) as 
biophilosophical. Biophilosophical texts refer to space in terms of change and evolution, processes which 
characterise the biological. Biophilosophy is an expanding area of contemporary philosophy. Within this field of 
thought, space, architecture and design are discussed to illustrate existence rather than to inform building design 
per se. The authors in this grouping include Deleuze and Guattari (2004), Ansell-Pearson (1999) and Grosz (1994; 
2001; 2004; 2005a; 2005b; 2006). These authors support a view of building that is ephemeral and anti-hierarchical, 
but do not specify the practical applications, if any, for practicing architects and designers. This research looks at 
practices which emphasise the ephemeral in design practice. By looking at professionals working in non-
professional ways, this research also suggests that architecture be thought of as a medium to literally and physically 
erode monumental conceptions the architect and architecture. In philosophy, architecture is usually associated with 
order, control and oppression, at a monumental scale; ‘The architechné must remain the site of fundamental 
ontology’s expression of the whole’ (Irigaray 1999, p. 87). This research uses biophilosophy to challenge this idea of 
architecture as a premeditated “whole” orchestrated by architects alone. Theorists, such as Rosenberg (2000), also 
refer to biophilosophical ideas to explain the non-linear development of practice-led theses.   
 
Biophilosophers and phenomenologists are often at odds due to their differing views on human existence. While 
phenomenologists often focus on human being and transcendent meaning, biophilosophers argue against the 
central role of the human in philosophy; often by focusing on under-theorised aspects of nature such as microscopic 
evolution and creation – for example, Deleuze and Guattari’s (2004) interest in a tick’s lifecycle (p. 283). The 
paradox in biophilosophy is that it is written by humans in human languages, and so it is questionable whether these 
authors may fully overcome the centrality of their humanity. Nevertheless, biophilosophers successfully remind us 
that humans are only part of immanent life. To be consistent with this position in this thesis, I reinforce that 
architects and designers are only one of the influences on building creation, and that other influences – materials, 
finances, weather, to name a few – are equally important. Even when individual designers do not act as primary 
design “originators” or project managers, they are still involved in certain projects and therefore should be 
mentioned as part of the spectrum of influences. 
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biophilosophy in art, design and architectural discourse 
 
Contemporary design theorists are becoming increasingly interested in biophilosophy, using these theories to 
reconceptualise art, architecture and building. Traditionally, theorists discuss art making in terms of representing or 
re-presenting essential life issues, fundamental truths and experiences. Theorists such as Simon O’Sullivan (2005) 
adopting a biophilosophical stance adopt a different view, arguing that artworks and buildings be understood in 
terms of affects and sensations. In architectural theory, theorists increasingly use biophilosophy to focus on issues 
of materiality and creative processes. Buildings may be discussed in terms of sensory experience, albeit with a 
different emphasis from the phenomenological use of the term. While phenomenologists focus on the individual 
subject - the inhabitant’s sensory experiences of space - theorists using biophilosophy focus on material affects, 
and the creative processes that arise from the confluence of these affects (Reiser & Umemoto 2006, p. 12; 
Ballantyne 2007, p. 30; Taylor 2008, p. 124). When discussing m3architecture’s buildings, Taylor says the architects 
‘generate sensations never before experienced. Such work reminds me of Elizabeth Grosz’s proposition that it is 
from the whirling chaos that is nature, materiality and force that the artist makes a selection…’ (p. 124). There is a 
fine line between phenomenological and biophilosophical interpretations of materiality. Even Deleuze and Guattari 
(2004) refer directly to phenomenological theory when discussing metallurgy. They describe metallurgy as ‘the 
phenomenology of matter’ (p. 454); a method of deriving form from materials, rather than the other way around 
 
The danger of focusing on material affects and sensation in design theory is that static, physical building form 
becomes the design focus (via the sensory effects created by a physical building), to the exclusion of other issues 
affecting environment creation. Instead of focusing exclusively on material affects, this research focuses on issues 
of making and production (which include material affects). By focusing on the building procurement, I use 
biophilosophy to re-emphasise the role of making and the many different “makers” in environment creation. 
Ballantyne (2007) has also highlighted the value of using biophilosophical thinking to question the singular creative 
authority of the architect or designer (p. 22).  
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theories of design and architectural practice 
 
Theories of design practice - the way physical space and buildings are designed - are drawn from texts about art 
and architecture, particularly texts referring to both practices – and from cultural theories about everyday space and 
DIY. All the texts on practice referred to in this research focus on expanded understanding of design; particularly the 
role of the inhabitant in shaping spaces developed with an architect, designer or artist; and / or the importance of 
materials and construction in environment creation. There are four basic, though interrelated, approaches which 
intersect with this research; theories of design methods; theories of making and labour; theories of the everyday and 
the vernacular; theories of the culture of professional practice; and contextual theories of architecture as inhabitable 
space, rather than building. These themes are identified to draw attention to a particular issue related to the 
research, rather than to draw clear boundaries between the approaches.  
 
The first approach, design methods, became popular in the 1970s and 1980s, when design and architectural 
theorists focused their research on the process of designing, rather than its products alone. Many theorists like 
Jones (1970; 1988), Thackara (1988) and Heath (1984) were inspired by changing social and technological 
contexts, particularly the then-emerging interactive computer technologies which, in theory, allowed the user greater 
control of the environment in which they were working (in this case, the computer or virtual world). One of the 
problems of this approach was the translation of complex, scientific methods into practical, material applications in 
design practice. Nevertheless, the design methods movement spurned an interest in systems-based approaches to 
design as well as user-determined environments, including Archigram’s and Friedman’s speculative proposals for 
building mega-structures that were to be fitted-out by future building inhabitants; and Brand’s (1994) and 
Alexander’s (1975; 1977) proposals for buildings with components that are to be finished by future inhabitants. 
Christopher Alexander’s original involvement in the design methods movement transformed into A Pattern 
Language (Alexander et al 1977), a recipe-book for making places, buildings and landscapes focused on liveablity 
and usability. An interest in design process and methods can also be seen in the numerous texts on participatory 
and community design. This research refers to texts that are critical of the efficacy of the participatory, process-
based approach (eg. Jeremy Till 1998; 2006), arguing that participatory design often places so much emphasis on 
process that it fails to show that built outcomes are significantly affected by this participation.  
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The second approach, an interest in making and labour, has a long history in art and architectural theory, 
particularly in relation to the social and moral dimensions of design; from John Ruskin’s manifesto on craftsmanship 
in architecture, to contemporary interests in computer-aided manufacturing. As with the design methodologists, this 
interest usually arises in the context of significant social and technological advances. In the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, John Ruskin and William Morris both railed against mass-production technologies, arguing 
instead for the social and aesthetic value of hand-crafted buildings (Pevsner 1974, p. 23). They believed mass 
production had a negative impact on society because it devalued the traditional value of the maker and making. 
Ironically, and as William Morris soon realised, these mass-production techniques made design more inexpensive 
and therefore accessible to a broader audience. A similar interest in the social dimensions of making emerged in the 
1960s and 1970s. Walter Segal developed his self-build housing method to empower building inhabitants through 
constructing their own homes (McKean 1989). A more contemporary example includes the expanding architectural 
interest in design-by-making, often associated with computer-aided production techniques. In contrast with this 
research, the emphasis of this discourse is usually on the increased involvement of architects as building designers 
– rather than building inhabitants - in construction (Callicott 2005).  
 
Related to the theme of labour and making, this research also refers to information about inhabitant-initiated making 
and building outside of professional contexts. This includes the small body of information on the cultural dimensions 
of DIY and making - including texts by Atkinson (2006), Goldstein (1998) and Sparke (1995) - as well as general 
DIY information from the popular media, particularly the internet. While the latter predominantly online sources are 
not scholarly works per se, they are important sources of information about the DIY topic.  
 
In an effort to recognise the different contexts in which buildings are created, several well-known theorists have 
studied everyday and vernacular environments produced without the help of professional designers; including 
Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour’s (1996) Learning from Las Vegas, first published in 1972. Similarly, Bernard 
Rudofsky’s (1977) architecture without architects: A Short Introduction to Non-Pedigreed Architecture draws 
attention to vernacular, DIY approaches. Originally published in 1964, this text contains images of inspiring 
examples of everyday, often ancient buildings and human-made landscapes. The limitation of this approach is the 
focus on physical visual building form rather than the communal and participatory methods embedded in their 
creation. This research focuses on the processes and techniques of building, rather than formal categories alone. 
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A number of architectural theorists express their interest in the social dimensions of buildings by studying the culture 
of architectural practice, in other words, theories of the culture of professional practice. Theorists in this area include 
Bill Hubbard (1996). Although I refer to Bill Hubbard’s (1996) holistic understanding of Charles and Ray Eames in 
the buildings chapter, the theories of professional practice culture are beyond the scope of this research which 
focuses on activities that are, in the main, outside of the culture of commercial professional practice.  
 
C. Thomas Mitchell (1993), Jonathan Hill (1998b), Daniel Willis (1999) and muf (2001) are key proponents of the 
final category –contextual theories of architecture. In this approach, architecture is thought of as a space or context 
for inhabitation, rather than a building per se (Hill 1998b, p. 147; Mitchell 1993, p. 116: Willis 1999, p. 107: muf, 
2001, p. 13). These theorists suggest that the best way to respond to an environmental –social problem might be to 
create a temporary installation, for example. In other words, architects do not have to be restricted to the particular 
medium of physical building forms. Practical examples of this approach include the socially-orientated practice muf, 
who often make landscape interventions, events or temporary installations in response to a design issue (muf 2001, 
pp. 12-13). These practitioner-theorists want to expand the scope of architectural practice for social and material 
reasons.  
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Most of the above architectural approaches present the architect or designer’s role as the creator of a context, 
space or framework for inhabitation, even if the space itself can be modified or finished by the inhabitants. This 
research offers a different perspective because it shows what happens when architects take on roles and DIY 
techniques outside of their prescribed professional roles, whilst simultaneously retaining their designer knowledge. 
There are two important predecessor studies for this research that examine this blurring of the roles of professional 
architect with novice builder and building inhabitant, thus treating buildings as evolving creations. The first study is 
Lars Lerup’s sociologically-orientated 1977 Building the Unfinished: Architecture and Human Action. One of the 
chapters of this text describes the unfolding of a residential project in California, in which he was an activist tenant 
fitting out his apartment. After studying the changing nature of human interaction with environments, Lerup 
concludes that architects should investigate and instigate new building types as a consequence of changing social-
spatial interactions. Lerup (1987) applied this idea in a subsequent project, in which he developed a hypothetical 
building based on novel familial relations. Lerup’s subsequent interest in formal typologies diverges from his initial 
interest in processes of change and inhabitation. My study differs from Lerup’s original and subsequent proposals 
because it focuses on the underlying philosophical motivations and associated techniques for practice, rather than 
focusing on physical architectural models.  
 
The second important study is Brian Scott’s 2003 Master of Architecture thesis Architecture vs. Punk Rock: A 
distillation of the DIY ethic across different media. In this thesis, the author develops a fictional comic in which a 
group of architects inhabit, appropriate and change an abandoned site using reclaimed objects and a DIY building 
ethic. Although the proposal is for a real site, the project is hypothetical. This research shows how this DIY ethic is 
manifest in actual built projects, rather than a hypothetical model, and therefore identifies specific, practical 
techniques for encouraging this ethic. 
 
The following sections list individual key terms alphabetically. The relevance of these terms emerged during the 
fieldwork analysis, and, for this reason, relevant terms are repeated within subsequent chapters in order to 
contextualise the fieldwork. 
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activation 
Audience activation is a key concern of site-specific installation practice. Activation refers to the audiences’ physical 
and / or sensory interaction with artworks (Bishop 2005, p. 11). Bishop uses the idea of activation to differentiate 
between traditional pictorial works in galleries and installations. In a conventional gallery, the audience is treated as 
a passive onlooker who engages with works visually, but who cannot touch the art. In installations, the audience can 
move around, touch and often change physical elements of the works. The audience is active in the work’s creation. 
The terms “audience interaction”, “audience participation” and “active spectatorship” refer to the same basic 
principle of the audience changing, making and interacting with art. 
 
architectural overcomings 
The term architectural overcomings is used to describe the circumstances in which building occupants modify and 
take control of their environment. I focus on interior and garden sites that are readily and spontaneously changed by 
their occupants. These project settings show how building occupants change the physical qualities of existing 
buildings without manipulating building structure, often using experimental, spontaneous techniques. When 
analysing Friedrich Nietzche’s (1946) tome Thus Spoke Zarathustra  (in which the term overcoming is first 
discussed), Elizabeth Grosz (2004) uses overcomings to indicate exceeding the limitations of a stagnant, normative 
society. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Audience members become active participants in 
site-specific artworks, such as the Boundary (2000-
2001) gallery installation by the author.  
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architecture 
When we look at how buildings change over time, we see that they usually differ from the architect’s initial ideas and 
qualities to some degree. This is because buildings are created through the intersection of many divergent, complex 
influences over time. This is particularly evident when designing, constructing and inhabiting buildings 
simultaneously because the building form evolves in reciprocity with changing life circumstances. The practice of 
making buildings is ongoing, akin to creative evolution, and physical buildings are inseparable from the processes 
which create them. However, a creative, evolutionary view of architecture requires a degree of experimentation 
downplayed by mainstream practice which is focused on delivering a finished ‘architectural’ product or service. I call 
this evolutionary approach to designing germinant, as it embraces the many variables in a building’s evolution, 
including change and time. Some design approaches explicitly encourage germinancy, particularly when designers 
relinquish total control of a building’s design in order to foster diversity and change. Germinant thinkers Gilles 
Deleuze and Félix Guattari (2004) also highlight the differences between experimental approaches to designing and 
making and legislative, sanctioned models (pp. 401 – 403). Philosophers often present architecture as a device for 
framing and ordering the world, and, even when this approach is questioned (Rajchman 2000; Grosz 2005a), there 
is little information about how this happens during building procurement.  
 
 
 
 
 
Architecture as unfinished building: the Selvalegre 
residence.  
Source: Photo courtesy of Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes. 
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betweeness / blurring 
The notion of betweeness as blurring is an important idea in this exegesis. I focused on ideas of betweeness in the 
early stages of my research in order to rethink set views of buildings, space and inhabitants. Betweeness is neither 
one thing nor another, but the blurring of both, or even many, conditions. It also refers to a continuous shifting of 
courses of action, thoughts or possibilities, and is therefore associated with time and temporality. I use betweeness 
to understand the blurring of many different forces that shape the environment, particularly the blurring of people, 
design ideas, materials and making; and the use, adaptation and appropriation of physical environments. While 
each of these influences is important individually, there is no hierarchy or order of influence. Theorists use the terms 
betweeness, the between and the in-between to emphasize different, and often conflicting concerns. Social 
theorists Tanya Titchkosky (1996) and Claire Bennett (1993) use the term betweeness to describe transitional 
states embedded in social practices. Titchkosky (1996) describes betweeness as ‘coming to understand human 
relations to place’ (p. 222). In art and architectural theory, betweeness has been associated with transitional states 
and experiences provoked by certain artworks (Greenblatt 1995; Bhabha 1996a; Bhabha 1996b; Hill 1998b). Here, 
betweeness describes an experience provoked by the relations between people and a thing or space. Architectural 
theorist and practitioner Bernard Tschumi (1999) uses the between to describe physical spaces that are situated 
between other rooms or buildings and that can be appropriated in indeterminate ways. 
 
Philosophers also use the ideas of betweeness and the in-between, albeit in contrasting ways. Eminent philosopher 
Martin Heidegger uses the between to denote the relationship between objects and subjects. Heidegger’s between, 
‘das Zwischen’ refers to the human condition of being situated in place and space but does not mention blurring and 
shifting (Heidegger 1996, p. 124; Collins 1999, p. 52; Inwood 2000, p. 33). Yet another philosopher, Luce Irigaray 
(1999) accuses Heidegger of ignoring the qualities of blurring in his writings, specifically by oppressing, and thus 
maintaining, a gender divide (p. 92). She argues that Heidegger oppresses betweeness because he unifies issues 
into the singular category of ‘being’, rather than differentiating between different human attributes such as gender. 
Liminality is a similar term referring to transitional states of being. The ethnographer van Gennep is seminal in a 
contemporary understanding of liminality. His term rite of liminality refers to the precarious threshold between a 
person’s previous role in society and his new, evolved existence (van Gennep 1980, p. 21; Bullock, Stallybrass and 
Trombley 1988, pp. 748-749). Liminality and / or the noun limen is sometimes used to describe the audience 
experience produced by certain artworks or environments (Greenblatt 1995, p. 28; Hill 1998b, p. 150).  This thesis 
uses the term betweeness to liminality because it focuses on states of movement, rather than human transitional 
states alone. Deleuze and Guattari (2004) refer to the between or ‘intermezzo’ (p. 27) as having qualities of shifting, 
blurring and movement. Rather than focus on human existence, they associate the concept of betweeness with the 
rhizome, a plant that spreads in multiple and indeterminate paths (refer term definition below). 
 
 
Betweeness: an idea about the blurring of ideas and 
categories.  
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becomings 
Becomings is a philosophical term that I refer to in later chapters. My understanding of this concept developed from 
the writings by Elizabeth Grosz (1999; 2001; 2004; 2005a: 2005c), who, in turn, refers to the philosophies of Gilles 
Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1987; 2004). Deleuze and Guattari use the concept of becomings to explain the 
continuously changing nature of life. In this research, becomings describes the evolving nature of built form and 
processes that celebrate life’s potentiality to unfold or become. This is not a new idea in architecture. In the 1960s, 
avant-garde architectural group Archigram were interested in buildings as ‘perpetual becoming’ (Sadler 2005, p. 
47), by, for example, proposing hypothetical schemes involving high-tech servicing cores that could accommodate 
new, plug-in components. Their visionary conceptual ideas had greater impact than their built propositions that were 
reliant on extreme technologies. This research focus is in the vernacular, DIY end of building production.  
 
designing  
The term design is associated with a variety of activities and things, ranging from an idea about building, an 
approach conveyed in a drawing, or even a physically built environment (Hill 2006, p. 63). The research uses the 
term designing in a broad sense, referring to the conception of environments; an activity that is not restricted to 
professionals or professional activities such as designing through drawing. This is a different view of design than the 
one advocated by Heath (1984) who argues that designing is a specialist, non-spontaneous, professional activity 
(pp. 5-6 and p. 29). In this research, building occupants can think about, conceive or design their own environments. 
Similarly, designing can be done with and through other activities not normally associated with professional design, 
such as physically constructing and occupying buildings, without a predetermined outcome.  
 
DIY or do-it-yourself / bricolage 
DIY or do-it-yourself refers to making things for one’s self, often using specifically designed DIY products or 
components. In a broader sense, DIY can be seen as a social and cultural movement, the advocates of which are 
empowered by producing things for themselves. However, people are attracted to DIY for different cultural, social 
and philosophical reasons (Atkinson 2006; Sparke 1995, p. 171; Goldstein 1998, p. 37; Gelber 1999, p. 275). DIY 
cannot be described as a singular movement, as DIY advocates have different, often opposing ethical and life 
values. For example, the DIY punk ethic advocates making with limited economic and material means (Infoshop 
Open Wiki 2007b). This keeps production costs low, local and accessible to both creators and audience alike (Bravo 
2006). The ‘cassette movement’ was part of this low budget approach in the 1970s and 1980s, when Indie 
musicians produced and distributed their own music (Infoshop Open Wiki 2007a). The slogan of this approach was 
DIY not EMI, a critical reference to the large record production company EMI. Ecological movements favor a similar 
DIY approach to material reuse for environmental, social and ethical reasons.  
DIY: for amateurs or professional designers? 
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At the other end of the spectrum, large market retailers like IKEA aim to capitalize on the DIY market by 
encouraging mass consumption of their products. This DIY market includes craft-based individuals who are 
interested in customizing furniture and making products themselves, but who do not necessarily advocate a strong 
ideological, anti-consumerist stance like the punk do-it-yourselfers. The tension between commercial and non-
commercial approaches can be seen in Andrew Ingham’s Self Help House Repairs Manual (1975). Ingham 
discouraged squatters from using commercially marketed, expensive DIY items (p. 3). DIY has increased in 
popularity since the post-WWII expansion of the DIY product market, particular in North America where DIY was 
according to popular online source Wikipedia (2007a), associated with democratic social movements (p. 2). 
Similarly, the internet has spurned an increasing array of websites and online zines and magazines like 
makezine.com (2005-2007), disseminating information related to DIY ideas and products. Conversely, there has 
been a recent backlash against DIY by trades people (Miller 2007) and professional insurers (Burdett 2007). 
Advocates of GSI or “get someone in” state they are concerned about safety and quality issues associated with 
residential DIY (Rated Tradesmen 2007), although as professional businesspeople, they have a clear, commercial 
interest in sourcing work from the DIY market.  
 
In a similar vein, professional designing and DIY are often thought of as divergent approaches, even though some 
design students and educators advocate DIY approaches as part of a democratic view of design (Scott 2003; 
Lupton 2006; Smith 2007). This is because do-it-yourselfers take direct action, instead of relying on another 
person(s) to solve a problem or enact on their behalf. Punk anarchist group CrimethInk. Workers’ Collective (2006) 
refers to the latter approach as ‘mediated action’ or representation (p. 13). A related concept, bricolage, is the 
French word for do-it-yourself and is often used as a derogatory term to differentiate between professional and 
amateur practice (Wikipedia 2007d).  The idea of bricolage has been used in art and architectural discourse to refer 
to creative assemblage. Inspired by anthropologist Lévis-Strauss, Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter (1978) used 
bricolage to describe how cities are built up of vernacular and more deliberate, designed elements (pp. 102-104). In 
the 1960s and 1970s, innovative architectural firm Archigram tapped into DIY ideas and creative assemblage with 
their “plug-in” buildings, whereby future inhabitants could assemble their own buildings by adding or plugging 
different components to a main services structure. While most of their projects relied on non-traditional technologies 
and remain unbuilt, Archigram members foresaw the need for professional architects to engage with non-
professional DIY: 
 
‘If we turn back the pages of the popular press we find ads for do-it-yourself living-room extensions, or 
instant garage kits. Let’s face it, we can no longer turn away from the hard fact that everyone in the 
community has latent creative instincts and that our role will eventually be to direct these into some 
tangible and acceptable form. The present gulf between people, between the community and the designer 
may well be eventually bridged by the do-it-yourself interchangeable kit of parts.’ 
Warren Chalk (1963) ‘Housing as a consumer product’, republished in Cook (1999), p. 17. 
Portuguese house interior as creative assemblage. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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DIY catalogue / manual 
An indispensable product of the DIY scene is the product catalogue, user manual or user guide. These publications 
traditionally contain information relating to DIY products and how to assemble or use them. For example, IKEA 
catalogues not only showcase product items and prices, but rather how flat-pack items can be arranged in domestic 
rooms. Interestingly, the most read popular document in the world is now the IKEA catalogue (Lewis 2005, p. 133). 
It began as a mail-order catalogue called IKEA News in 1949, mass-distributed with a local farmer’s newspaper 
(ibid, p. 52). The IKEA catalogue also advocates a way of being and living interconnected with physical 
environments (Lewis 2005, p. 24), albeit one dependent on product purchase. 
 
The Whole Earth Catalog, or WEC, was published at a later date as part of a different, ecologically-minded DIY 
scene spurned in the late 1960s and 1970s. The catalogue was a compendium of information and products, some 
of which were for sale, with a DIY and environmental focus. In WEC, ideas and information were loosely grouped 
into seven sections, described as “tools” with titles such as “Shelter and Land Use” (Wikipedia 2007c, p. 3). Later 
WEC issues, such as The Millenium Whole Earth Catalog of 1994, were produced using computer software and 
scanning, although the graphic format remains similar to the original issues (Rheingold 1994, p. 383). Steve Jobs, 
co-founder of Apple Inc (computers), has cited WEC as the inspiration for the google search engine prior to the 
invention of the internet. Since the 1990s, the internet has become the prime source of DIY information. The 1973 
Shelter publication followed a similar format to The Whole Earth Catalog. The large-format book featured self-made 
houses, with commentaries by their inhabitants and / or advocates of self-build housing. The format included cut-
and-paste graphics information and diagrams with written text and project photographs. Shelter was a follow-on 
publication of the 1970 issue of Domebook 1 (Shelter Publications 1973, p. 174). Domes were popular building 
forms amongst self-build advocates in the 1970s, particularly in American communes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Whole Earth Catalog and Shelter: DIY approaches to 
life.  
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The catalogue and manual publication format have been appropriated in other cultural, artistic and often non-
commercialized settings. Many of the fanzines produced by punk bands in the 1970s use hand-drawn graphics 
(Wikipedia 2007a, p. 4), similar to those used in WEC and Shelter. Contemporary punk DIY manuals such as 
Making Stuff & Doing Things: A Collection of DIY Guides to Doing Just About Everything (Bravo 2006), and zines 
such as D.I.Y. Guide II (CrimethInk. Workers’ Collective 2007), build upon this cut and past aesthetic - even when 
compiled on computers. The titles of pamphlets, books and zines also reflect the direct action punk ethic, using 
terms such as handbooks, manuals and, in one case, a cookbook (CrimethInk. Workers’ Collective 2006). 
 
Since the 1970s, contemporary artists have drawn upon the DIY publication idea, format and graphics, although 
digital reproduction has changed the production techniques and often the visual appearance. Recent examples 
include The Interventionists: User's Manual for the Creative Disruption of Everyday Life (Thompson and Sholette 
2004), an exhibition catalogue of interactive and socially-based artworks. In a similar vein, Ellen Lupton’s (2006) 
D.I.Y. Design It Yourself encourages non-designers to create their own publications, homewares and graphics using 
standard materials and computer software. These documents group design and art projects according to various, 
though interrelated, themes. This grouping is to make the projects more accessible to the reader, as well as 
reflecting a DIY sensibility. Even philosophers like Brian Massumi (1992) have borrowed the title of a user’s guide to 
imply a democratic view of knowledge. As discussed in the foreword, this thesis format is partially based on the 
catalogue format now used in art discourse. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The catalogue format is frequently used to sell 
products, but is also used in other artistic contexts.  
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dwelling 
Dwelling is a philosophical, phenomenological idea, referring to the interconnections between people and certain 
physical environments. We can think of the difference between dwelling and building as being like the difference 
between the terms “home” and “house”. Dwelling reminds us that buildings are more than physical, aesthetic forms, 
raising questions of context and meaning and, in particular, building occupation. A key figure in dwelling theory is 
German Twentieth-century philosopher Martin Heidegger, particularly his text Building, Dwelling, Thinking (1975). 
He also wrote several other texts in which he refers to the interrelationships between people and places, buildings 
and art (Heidegger 1975a; 1975b; 1997). Heidegger never referred to installations in his writings, discussing instead 
traditional works like the Greek temple and a painting by Van Gogh. This causes challenges when considering how 
his ideas relate to contemporary art practices (Palmer 1998). Nevertheless, the idea of “dwelling” described in 
Heidegger’s text Building, Dwelling, Thinking (1975a) has influenced many architects and architectural theorists. 
Contemporary theorists refer to ideas like dwelling to overcome the contemporary objectification of art and the built 
environment. This objectification places emphasis on buildings as discrete, independent objects, rather than the 
interdependent relations between people and things that form over time (Dovey 1978; Norberg-Schulz 1985; 
Mugerauer 1994; Dreyfus 1998). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
An image of house or dwelling?  
Source: Photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer. 
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evolving / evolutionary  
As part of the biophilosophical approach, theorists advocating evolutionary ideas believe life is constantly changing 
and evolving in indeterminate ways (Deleuze and Guattari 2004; Ansell-Pearson 1999; Grosz 2004). Things are 
interconnected, and tendencies are inherited; however, there are no fixed outcomes in life. Much of this thinking 
extends from contemporary interpretations of Darwin’s evolutionary theories, particularly those by Gilles Deleuze. 
The biophilosophical use of evolutionary science presents life in terms of events and movements, change and 
development; ‘Evolutionary schemas would no longer follow models of arborescent descent going from the least to 
the most differentiated, but instead a rhizome operating immediately in the heterogeneous and jumping from one 
already differentiated line to another’ (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, p. 11). 
 
I use the term evolving to explore the way occupied buildings are created over time. Some architects and artists 
recognize the inherently experimental nature of life, and built form, working with materials and circumstances that 
facilitate this temporality. They think about and experience the physical form of the building or environment as a 
changing entity rather than fixed structure, and focus more on the processes of designing, making and using 
buildings than the aesthetic form alone. The evolutionary concept has been used in architectural literature to 
describe biological analogies for architectural production and morphology (Frazer 1995; Tsui 1999). Evolutionary 
architecture associates computer technologies with whole of a building’s life, from the inception of building form and 
the ongoing maintenance of the built environment (Hill 2006, p. 63). 
 
A different, more vernacular approach can be seen in the writings of Stewart Brand (1994), and journalists Nick 
Wates and Charles Knevitt (1987). Brand, Wates and Knevitt refer to evolutionary approaches to design, focusing 
on strategies that better involve future occupants in environments (Wates and Knevitt 1987, p. 18; Brand 1994, p. 
118). Brand suggests that architects should design buildings with some areas incomplete or not fitted. This would 
enable building occupants to physically adjust these spaces to suit their lifestyles, finances and desires as they 
evolve over time. Wates and Knevitt refer to community housing and self-build projects as examples of the 
evolutionary approach. Architects are still perceived as building experts who allow occupants to participate in their 
building design and / or construction. 
 
 
 
 
 
Evolving, changing buildings.  
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excess / spatial excess  
Within functionalist conceptions of building, certain issues such as interior decoration are treated as inferior to 
architectural issues such as building structure and program. Elizabeth Grosz (2001) uses theories of excess to draw 
attention to issues outside of architectural program and function. By expanding on theories of excess associated 
with Georges Bataille (1993) and Luce Irigaray (1999), Grosz argues for desire and experimentation in architecture, 
rather than pragmatic necessity alone (Grosz 2001, p. 166). Grosz is a philosopher, so her text presents a 
conceptualization of building and practice, rather than specific physical examples of architectural excess. I use the 
term spatial excess when arguing for experimental practices within installation art, and interior decoration and 
design. These practices expose and critique the hierarchies and limitations of conventional architectural practice. 
 
experimental making / construction  
The research uses the term experimental making to refer to the construction of environments with open-ended, 
rather than fixed plans and outcomes. The term experimental reflects an emphasis on process and discovery 
through acts of making: whereby responses to materials, sites, ideas and people during construction lead to 
unforeseen outcomes. Experimental making is normally, though not necessarily, initiated by the designer, who is 
also a building occupant. This is because building occupants can change their environments in reciprocity with their 
changing life circumstances, thus introducing an experimental, ephemeral dimension to buildings. Similar to my use 
of the term designing, experimental making can be by non-professionals such as builders, home renovators, 
squatters, artists or architects practicing outside of their professional methodologies. Experimental making often 
involves do-it-yourself or DIY products and approaches because it is done by semi-skilled people who may lack 
formal training in either design or construction, or both. As design decisions are made during construction, it may 
appear to lack a design component, even if this is not the case. Architectural theorists have also referred to this 
approach as design-by-making or design-through-making, as designers develop design ideas by manipulating 
models, materials or actual spaces. This research uses all three terms, although I prefer the term experimental 
making to encompass a range of approaches not necessarily described as DIY or design-by-making in 
contemporary literature. For example, experimental design approaches can be seen in practices often described as 
outsider art (Rhodes 2000). Building projects associated with outsider art are initiated and inhabited by occupants 
who have a long-term and active relationship to a site over long periods of time in ordinary rather than artistic 
contexts. These designer-makers operate outside of professional practice contexts, usually in their own homes. 
 
 
Design-by-building-and-living.  
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germinal / germinant  
Germinant is an adjective, meaning: ‘Sprouting; beginning to grow; gradually developing; with the capacity to 
develop.' (Kellerman et al 1980, p. 408). The term comes from the Latin germināre, to sprout (Collins English 
Dictionary 2000). The terms germane and germinal are also philosophical terms from the biophilosophical tradition, 
a particular interpretation of evolutionary theory. These terms are usually associated with eggs and embryos; for 
example, the Collins English Dictionary (2000) defines germinal as ‘of, relating to, or like germs or a germ cell’. To 
avoid an emphasis on the egg as an object or thing, this research refers to the term germinant. Germinant reflects 
the emphasis on design process, movement and shifting - rather than objects and building form.  
 
Philosopher Gilles Deleuze and psychotherapist Félix Guattari (2004) use the term ‘germinal’ (p. 182) to describe 
how things become, change and unfold. They illustrate this idea by referring to the egg as the potential of life, ‘this 
intense germen’ (p. 182), from which matter emerges. The egg may contain genetic information, inherited from the 
parents, that predisposes an offspring’s form. Yet, due to other evolutionary influences, the egg does not completely 
determine the offspring’s development. This means the child is not a reproduction of the egg / parents, but is rather 
‘the contemporary germen of its parents’ (p. 182). This creative view of life has implications for the way we 
approach art making and building. A practical example can be seen in Deleuze and Guattari’s discussion of artisan 
modes of production. An artisan develops form by working with the particularities of a material like wood or molten 
metal, rather than imposing a pre-conceived form on material; ‘artisans are those who follow the matter-flow as pure 
productivity’ (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, p. 454). This artisan approach to creation may be at odds with 
professional designing. When architects and designers make materials and matter conform to a preconceived idea, 
they adopt a very different, non-germinant approach to creation.  
 
Deleuze and Guattari’s thinking is supported and clarified by other theorists. Keith Ansell-Pearson (1999) describes 
Deleuze’s writings as a philosophy of germinal life, encouraging us to see the creative opportunities outside of 
mainstream approaches; ‘Deleuze is a philosopher of the crack, of the cracks of life and of modes of communication 
that allow for novel becomings and transformations’ (p. 10).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Designing, making and living in one space over time.  
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, 
from originals by Graham Meltzer, Matthew Dixon 
and the author. 
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This means germinant ideas support a view of life, and building, which is both practical and experimental. For 
example, each time we think about an idea, we develop and expand our initial thoughts in unimagined ways. This 
approach can be seen in Deleuze and Guattari’s emphasis on connecting new ideas and influences (Deleuze and 
Guattari 2004, p. 4; Rajchman 2000b, p. 6).  Art theorist John Rajchman presents this style of thinking as empirical 
and active, hinting at material experimentation; ‘something one must make and do, and learn by making and doing’ 
(p. 6).  
 
I was first introduced to Deleuze and Guattari’s writings through philosopher Elizabeth Grosz, in both her writings 
and, subsequently, through personal contact with her (1999; 2000; 2001; 2003a; 2003b; 2003c; 2004; 2005a; 
2005b; 2005c; 2006). Grosz provides a conceptual link between germinant thinking, architecture and architectural 
practice, by associating material and ethical issues with architecture, inhabitation and experimentation. This can be 
seen in three statements from Grosz’s (2001) text Architecture from the Outside: essays on Virtual and Real Space. 
In relation to Deleuze’s potential impact on architecture, she says; ‘If we are…to explore the possibilities of 
becoming, the virtualities latent in building, the capacity of buildings to link with and make other series deflect and 
transform while being transformed in the process, Deleuze’s work may prove crucial’ (p. 73).  She then urges 
architects to explore this material further within architectural settings.  In the last example, Grosz reminds us that 
architecture must be open to other concepts of inhabitation and creation; ‘Architecture is not simply the colonization 
or territorialization of space, though it has commonly functioned this way’ (p. 166).  
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impromptu architecture 
Impromptu architecture refers to buildings whose design evolves in a seemingly spontaneous manner on site. 
Projects made using this approach may have a particular aesthetic order which derives from the evolution of the 
building on site, rather than from a preconceived idea or plan (Lerup 1977, p. 60). A similar term, spontaneous 
architecture refers to visually expressive buildings designed and created by mostly untrained artists. It is a term 
describing both an approach to architectural production and a particular, hand-crafted aesthetic. This term is used 
by Professor Amelia Zaluar (2006) to describe unique, handmade environments, such as Casa da Flor: a house 
made by a poor, untrained Brazilian man out of found materials. The project was spontaneous because it evolved 
on site rather than according to a fixed design strategy. Critics have described similar projects using the terms 
outsider art or outsider environments (Rhodes 2000). As with Casa da Flor, outsider environments are conceived 
and made by non-professionals, who normally live on site as they make their homes. As critics associate these 
projects with their unique, imaginative makers, they often use the term fantasy or imaginary architecture (Schuyt 
and Elffers 1980; Galfetti 1999, p. 17) to differentiate this approach from other design projects. Schuyt and Elffers 
(1980) also use the term grotesque to categorize the complicated, expressive forms that these makers produce. I 
prefer the term spontaneous architecture to avoid the set visual and aesthetic categories which terms like fantasy 
architecture imply. 
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interiority / inside-out 
Interiority is a philosophical concept sometimes associated with oppressive, patriarchic and hierarchic thinking. This 
happens when the interior is associated with confinement and domesticity (Irigaray 1999; Grosz 2000; Grosz 2001, 
pp. 158-161; Krell 1997, p. 164).  Building on a positive view of interiority, I argue for experimental building practices 
as part of interior fitouts and landscape maintenance. These practices help us see the interior as a site of freedom 
rather than containment, because they allow occupants to work beyond physical, financial and legislative limitations 
associated with architectural structure and envelope. Rather than changing the existing building extent, the 
designer-occupants change the interior and garden, often bypassing the building structure altogether. Interior and 
garden sites allow occupants to use experimental methods and technologies that are less inhibited by the legislation 
affecting architecture and building structure. The existing building envelope remains largely intact, yet the qualities 
of the building are significantly altered by changing furniture, wall claddings and fixtures. A related term, inside-out, 
refers to projects affecting building qualities with an interior focus. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Inhabiting space: containment or passage? 
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, 
from Graham Meltzer and unknown source. 
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occupant / occupation / inhabitation 
The research favours the term building occupant to building user, as the latter implies a functional and mechanistic 
understanding of the relationship between people and environments. The term user appeared in the 1950s, 
referring to unknown future building inhabitants who were expected to occupy a building in predetermined ways 
(Forty 2000, p. 312). Elizabeth Grosz (2001) uses the terms occupation and inhabitation as part of a broader 
argument for reconceptualising space and architectural practice (p. 165). Unlike a user passively responding to a 
building layout, an occupant or inhabitant can be an active participant in the experience, making and adaptation of 
an environment. 
 
rhizome / rhizomatic 
This research refers to rhizomatic concepts of life and follows a rhizomatic research approach. Rhizomatic refers to 
the unstructured, decentralized dimensions of life. Deleuze and Guattari developed the idea of the “rhizome” in A 
Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (2004 pp. 3-28). A rhizome plant has roots that spread in 
unpredictable, prolific directions. Rhizomatic thinking is contrasted with arborescent thinking. Like a tree which has 
branches stemming from a central trunk, arborescent philosophy has a clear hierarchy and central position from 
which all ideas originate: 
 
‘A rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things, interbeing, intermezzo. The 
tree is filiation, but the rhizome is alliance, uniquely alliance.’ 
Deleuze and Guattari 2004, p. 27  
 
Other writers have built upon Deleuze and Guattari’s evolutionary and rhizomatic thinking, including Keith Ansell-
Pearson (1999) and Elizabeth Grosz (2004). Designers reflecting a rhizomatic approach do not follow a hierarchical 
methodology whereby they act as the central protagonist of a building design. They explicitly encourage other 
people and influences – such as materials, climate, and ideas - to actively contribute to an environment’s creation. 
They also accept that these influences shape buildings in a non-sequential, and slightly unpredictable manner.  
 
 
Rhizomatic growth: roots spread in multiple paths.  
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site-specific installation 
Although site-specific installation is a practice rather than a theory, it is associated with several conceptual positions 
that differentiate it from other art genres; for this reason, I have included it as a key term in this thesis. Site-specific 
installation is an arts practice involving the making of temporary environments specific to a place and / or issue; and 
that allows for the audience to actively participate in and make the work. Works are usually multi-media, blurring 
many different genres including performance art, video art and conceptual art (de Oliveira et al 1998). This often 
leads to divergent uses of the term installation. Some artists and galleries use the term installation to refer to works 
being placed in a site, with little audience interaction other than their physical movement through a site (Reiss 
1999). Other artists feel that installations must include direct audience manipulation of the works. This research 
refers to the term site-specific installation to reinforce the blurring of physical site, audience and art. Installation art 
was generally recognized as an arts movement in the 1960s and 70s, with key practitioners such as the American 
Allan Kaprow - a staunch advocate of audience interaction. The notion of site now designates the creation of a work 
in response to specific circumstances, social issues and conceptual ideas, rather than a physically fixed location 
alone (Kwon 2000: Kwon 2002). 
 
soft architectures 
The term soft architectures refers to the processes and materials used in certain examples of temporary spaces, 
such as installations. Several authors use the term soft in conjunction with certain design and architectural 
approaches (Thackara 1988; Jones 1988; Mitchell 1993). The emphasis of the design process is not on the 
production of a “hard” object, but rather on the processes of use, appropriation and making of a thing: the soft, 
dynamic, fluid circumstances surrounding a thing’s creation. Davignon (1997) uses the term soft architecture to 
emphasize the fluid and dynamic nature of buildings. Soft theorists believe that how people use and appropriate 
things, be it a building or object, cannot be separated from the thing or building itself. Due to an emphasis on 
audience interaction, several of the authors refer to installation art as soft design (Thackara 1988; Mitchell 1993; 
Davignon 1997). Aside from analyzing the methods used in soft design projects, theorists also discuss the material 
attributes of a project which encourage audience interaction. The research refers to the plural word architectures to 
reinforce that there is no single, correct approach to making buildings. Soft design thinking emerged from the 
increased interest in computer technology and systems design, particularly in the late 1960s. In a 1968 edition of 
their magazine Archigram 8, the architectural collective Archigram differentiated between the hard aspects of 
buildings – like walls and monumental construction – and the soft, interactive and ephemeral aspects of 
environments (Sadler 2005, p. 118). 
 
Making architecture with soft materials and 
conditions.  
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spectacular everyday 
The concepts of spectacle and everyday are often presented as conflicting terms, particularly in phenomenological 
discourse. In phenomenological theory, dwelling refers to our complex, meaningful interrelationships with everyday 
places. Phenomenological theorists often argue that our capacity to experience place depends on our everyday, 
taken-for-granted interactions with environments; for example, the normally unnoticed act of opening a door in one’s 
home. According to this thinking, when our attachment to everyday places is challenged by a new, unfamiliar 
building element or space, such as a new door handle, our sense of dwelling is interrupted and we become 
conceptually detached from the physical environment (Hill 2002). Phenomenological theorists such as Hill consider 
this detached relationship superficial because people become like tourists or spectators observing an unfamiliar 
environment; hence, they use the term spectacular. 
 
In contrast, I argue that disrupting and changing familiar environments can contribute positively to dwelling when it 
enables us to develop new, evolved relationships with places. This sequence of disruption and subsequent 
reattachment process is called the spectacular everyday. In the installations chapter, the term is illustrated with the 
example of installation artists drawing our attention to undervalued public sites by environmental manipulation. 
Another example is DIY building, whereby occupants regularly change and appropriate their homes. By conjoining 
the terms spectacular and everyday, the research juxtaposes concepts of dwelling attachment with change and 
evolution. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Everyday places reinvented.  
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strategies and tactics 
Describing projects according to their “design” often implies a singular approach to building, whereas the terms 
strategies and tactics suggest multiple, divergent directions. The interlinked concepts of strategies and tactics are 
associated with philosopher Michel de Certeau (1984). While strategies refer to established, conventional 
approaches to problems, tactics refer to the more improvised, spontaneous actions that happen in our everyday life 
to help us negotiate challenges (Lewis, Tsurumaki & Lewis 1998, pp. 4-5). We can use these concepts to explore 
architectural designing, particularly the many changes that inevitably happen while designing, making and 
occupying buildings.  
 
Designers and building occupants may have initial design ideas or strategies for their environments that are made 
redundant by the many unpredictable forces affecting environments over time: forces such as changing neighbours, 
expanding family, available money and materials resources, unpredictable weather. As designers, builders and 
even building inhabitants, we often need to change our initial design ideas as new issues arise on site. Yet in design 
literature, theorists often present projects as if they developed in an ordered sequence according to fixed ideas or 
themes – the “design”. Describing design in terms of strategies and tactics acknowledges the complex interactions 
and forces that create buildings over time. In this thesis, these concepts describe the collaborative, experimental 
development of the Avebury St design project. 
 
transversing  
This term is associated with Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, who also use the terms transversality and the 
transversal (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, p. 239; Massumi 1992, p. 106). Transversing refers to the need to regularly 
change directions in life, to move beyond restrictive circumstances and categories. The research refers to 
transversing as the way in which design practitioners challenge both the physical and conceptual boundaries 
associated with architecture.  
 
 
 
Movement and change: key aspects of transversing.  
Source: Photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer. 
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unfinished building  
Unfinished building is a term describing an approach to buildings as incomplete objects (Hertzberger 1971; Lerup 
1977; Alexander 1979; Brand 1994). This approach encourages future building occupants to modify their 
environments once they are occupied; for example, by leaving parts of a new building physically unfinished or 
unfitted (Brand 1994, p. 187); or by getting occupants to self-build their own houses. Unfinished buildings are not 
necessarily unusable or substantially complete, but are rather set up to be fine-tuned over time.  
 
unfolding  
Unfolding is a term similar to both evolving and becoming, because it refers to the way in which things change and 
develop. Unfolding is associated with Deleuze (2001), who writes about folds in The Fold, Leibniz and the Baroque. 
This text has been influential in architectural theory and practice. Architects often use folding as a theoretical 
framework for justifying folded physical forms. Deleuze associated folding with space for a very different reason. He 
wanted to present life in terms of the interaction of complex forces and events. He describes life like fabric, 
composed of infinite folds: each fold is unique yet also interconnected to the greater, changing whole (Badiou 1994; 
Colebrook 2002, pp. 54-55). Associating the folding concept with physical building form alone, gives the impression 
that buildings are products or discrete objects rather than the result of complex, changing and interconnected 
influences. 
 
 
 
 
 
Unfolding is an immanent concept of life embracing 
change, complexity and interconnection. 
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                       the research  journey:   
methods 
 
Covers the research approach and methods.         
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This thesis document is a record of the research journey, and this chapter describes the methods, activities and 
techniques used to collect and analyse the research material. Although this thesis began with a number of research 
concerns, there was no fixed research area or question. These concerns were questions relating to the ephemeral, 
interactive dimensions of architecture and site-specific installation. As a researcher, I also wanted an insider’s 
perspective of design practice. This meant working as a researcher and a practitioner in the areas of installation art 
and experimental building. In my earlier research into installation art (Smith 1996), I had no immediate experience of 
art practice other than experiencing artworks and reviewing other artists’ work. I knew from my experiences as a 
practicing architect and interior designer that there were often gaps between theories of designing and the realities 
of practice, and that these gaps were potential sources of rich insight.  
 
The research approach drew out and allowed to surface qualities of process, practice and conceptualisation that are 
of relevance to space, architecture and building. This approach is germinant because the research direction shifted 
and emerged as a consequence of encounters in the field. There is also blurring between personal, the communal 
and the material influences in this research. Although my involvement in the research is clear and explicit, the 
research emerged from a number of influences beyond my own delineation of a research “programme” or planned 
trajectory *. These influences are organic and inorganic, and include; the critical guidance offered by my supervisors 
and other academics commenting on my work; the family and friends who commented on both the research 
material and the spaces made as part of the research process; the conference themes pursued during the study 
that generated new lines of inquiry and focus; the physical artworks and buildings encountered, analysed and 
visually conveyed in the fieldwork chapters; and the DIY, found and reclaimed materials used to adapt and 
materialise the fieldwork studies. All these influences are discussed and highlighted in the fieldwork and concluding 
chapters. This evolving approach to research design is supported by other research methodologies, particularly 
practice-led research and action research, which is discussed in subsequent sections.  
 
 
 
introduction 
* Deleuze and Guattari’s text A Thousand 
Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (2004) 
provides a working example of a collaborative 
project involving a germinant method. In the 
introduction, Deleuze and Guattari point out 
that the texts they write together can not be 
attributed to a single author, even though their 
voices are clearly present in the work. They 
achieve this effect through their interdisciplinary 
approach to philosophy, allowing new 
connections and ideas to emerge from different 
traditions, literature, artworks and buildings. 
Rather than adopting a human-centered 
approach to philosophy, they draw heavily from 
literature about nature, evolutionary science 
and even artisan approaches to materials and 
construction. This helps convey the impression 
of the work emerging from a range of 
influences, rather than the authors’ voices 
alone: ‘The two of us write Anti-Oedipus 
together. Since each of us was several, there 
was always quite a crowd’ (Deleuze and 
Guattari 2004, p. 3).  
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Exploring the gaps between theory and practice. 
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research approaches 
 
Before describing this particular research approach, it needs to be positioned it in relation to other research 
methods. There are many influences on this research, including but not limited to my personal connection to the 
fieldwork projects. The explicit recognition of my personal involvement in the research setting is supported by a 
number of research methods and approaches, particularly autobiographic approaches and action research *. While 
the research is best descried as practice-led research, the methodological research approach is also aligned with 
action research because it involves both action – participating in art and design projects and research – and critical 
reflection on the projects. Action research involves embedded change in the research setting as a consequence of 
“practitioner” reflection—in-action (Schön 1983). In this research, the changes involved a shifting of fieldwork 
activities – from installation art practice to experimental residential building – accompanied by an evolved 
understanding of the research focus and questions. The issues that evolved during the fieldwork are discussed at 
the beginning and end of each fieldwork chapter.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Action research involves research and action, 
and is, according to Davis (2004), ‘a dynamic, 
circular and evolving research process’ (p. 17). 
By circular, Davis means iterative: involving 
cycles of action and critical analysis that lead to 
deeper understanding. Action research is also 
evolving because participation in actions – in 
my case, design practice – can lead to 
subsequent changes in the research focus or 
direction. A key aspect of this change is the 
direct involvement of the researcher in the 
fieldwork. Scientific research methods 
traditionally reject or downplay the idea that a 
researcher’s personal circumstances affect the 
research outcomes. This position is challenged 
by postmodern thinking, particularly in 
qualitative research projects. Several research 
theorists argue that all research is affected by 
personal interpretations and biases 
(Montgomery 1977; Rose 1990; Grace 1989; 
van Manen 1990; Janesik 1994; Olsen 1994; 
McWilliam, Lather and Morgan 1997). While 
some researchers acknowledge and minimize 
personal biases, others transform personal 
experiences into research topics. 
Phenomenologist Max van Manen (1990) 
encourages researchers to identify their 
personal relationship to the research. By being 
personally absorbed in and connected to their 
research settings, researchers can discover 
deeper, richer and evolved insights that 
resonate with a broader public (Montgomery 
1977, p. 13; Rose 1990, p. 59; Olsen 1994, p. 
165; Janesick 1994, pp. 214-215; Creswell 
1998, p. 49). Nevertheless, in a 
biophilosophical research approach, it is also 
important to highlight that the individual 
researcher is one of many influences 
contributing to the research discoveries. 
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Intersections of this research with other research approaches 
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Academic research can also be connected to, and inform, creative design practice. In his report for the Royal 
Institute of British Architects, Jeremy Till argues that research should be a core aspect of architectural practice and 
education *. Till describes research according to three interrelated categories: architectural processes; architectural 
products; and architectural performance. The insights provided within each of these categories must feed into each 
other and be seen as part of practice as a whole. 
 
It is difficult to categorise this research according to one of these categories alone because the germinant design 
approach blurs the traditionally distinct areas of designing, making and occupation and, therefore, design 
processes, constructed objects and inhabitant experience. On one hand, the research could be primarily 
categorised as research into architectural processes, specifically germinant design practice. However, to 
understand how the germinant approach develops, the research also includes physical buildings and materials, or in 
other words, the architectural products of this process. Furthermore, the research involves different building 
occupants and their design approaches, thus exploring issues of architectural performance.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* For British architect and educator Jeremy 
Till, research is essential to the advancement 
of architecture, particularly practice-led 
research (Till 2007). Till argues that 
researchers need to engage with 
interdisciplinary ideas and theories as well as 
the actual making of buildings. Designing 
and building are important dimensions of 
architectural research, but they must be part 
of rigorous analysis and critique to be seen 
as research in their own right. Till also 
supports the idea that architecture is 
ephemeral. According to this view, research 
into architecture can therefore be 
categorised into three, interrelated stages of 
architectural processes, products and 
performance (Till 2007, p. 4).  
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Interrelated research areas feed into each other to advance 
architectural knowledge. 
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practice-led research 
 
 
The insights into practice emerged through involvement in different building and art projects whilst exploring various 
fields of theory. This approach could be described as practice-led research, because art and design practice 
informed and shaped the research direction. In recent years, there have been many discussions about the 
appropriateness of traditional methodologies for shaping practice-led research *. In recent practice-led theses such 
as those by Armstrong (2002) and Milani (2004), students customise their own interpretations of research methods 
as part of their own styles of writing and reflection. To respond to the issues of rigor, critique and argumentation, it is 
important to describe how the research evolved and shifted.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Practitioners in the relatively new, expanding 
area of practice-led or arts-informed research 
often use art practice as a research tool. 
However, these methods are not necessarily 
restricted to the art and design disciplines. Dan 
Rose (1990) argues that poetry, art and 
drawing are valid research techniques in 
sociologically-based research. He believes 
these techniques help researchers explore 
culture from different viewpoints. His view 
challenges the traditional distinctions between 
different knowledge areas, epistemologies and 
research fields (Rose 1990, p. 59). Another 
recently published book, Site-Specificity: The 
Ethnographic Turn (Coles 2000), further 
connects site-specific art practice with 
ethnographic research tools such as fieldwork 
participation.  
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The shifting nature of this practice-led research. 
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Practice-led researchers could use traditional, linear research methods, such as working with a fixed hypothesis or 
research field. However, some researchers argue a linear approach would inhibit the advantages of the practice-led 
approach. Practice-led researchers usually follow new and divergent lines of inquiry that emerge through practice, 
and which could not be anticipated at the beginning of the study *. As action / practice and research / critical 
reflection operate simultaneously, the research focus is continuously shifting.  The researcher acts like a bricoleur, 
critically assembling the literature, critical analyses, and findings as new issues emerge during fieldwork actions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Practice-led researchers often present their 
projects in a very different way to traditional, 
hypothesis-based research, focused on a single 
topic. Borrowing from the ideas of Deleuze and 
Guattari, Terence Rosenberg (2000) argues 
that practice-led research moves across many 
different theories or fields like a rhizome plant 
spreading its roots in different, unpredictable 
directions (Rosenberg 2000). This happens 
because researchers refer to different 
knowledge domains to develop their projects. 
Rosenberg (2000) also argues that restricting 
research to existing domains of knowledge and 
methods can limit the research insights to 
narrow, pre-existing areas (p. 2). In a similar 
vein, philosopher Elizabeth Grosz (1994) 
describes rhizomatics as a method for 
discovering new insights (p. 200). The 
rhizomatic approach can be seen in 
interdisciplinary research that facilitates deeper, 
unimagined insights into issues concealed 
within established domains (Grosz 2001, p. 
xvi). Action researchers encounter similar 
problems because change is an integral aspect 
of the research. This is because the researcher 
is engaged in critical reflection that has a direct 
affect on the things they are doing in the field 
(Davis 2004, p. 6). It often necessitates a 
different thesis format, structured like an 
unfolding narrative of multiple voices - an 
approach also described as bricolage (Denzin 
and Lincoln 2000, 4; Davis 2004, p. 11).  
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Much practice-led research is not restricted to a single 
field or discipline, because practice reveals unexpected 
directions and questions for research inquiry. 
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research rigour via the thesis narrative 
 
Research rigor is defined differently in different research approaches *. Practice-led researchers locate their 
practice in relation to existing knowledge, as well as undertake extensive, critical reflection. To help convey this 
critical process to readers, researchers often present their theses as a narrative of their research journey, 
chronicling significant issues as they emerge. This narrative approach contextualises the fieldwork projects in 
relation to theories, literature and the researcher’s own critical analysis. This is particularly important when the 
research moves across different fields of inquiry as a consequence of practice-led discoveries. The rigor of this 
research extends from critical reflection over time; and the consistency between the research topic and research 
methods. The fieldwork material, and the crafting of the research document, was approached as an exercise in 
germinancy, involving experimentation and evolution. This involved moving between theory and practice; initiating 
art making and building using philosophical and design literature; and seeking critical feedback from multiple 
sources. I interviewed participants about research projects that I have initiated or reviewed, and submitted my 
writings to extensive, critical feedback at conferences and in journals. The final thesis document is unified through 
the idea of germinant practice, which connects the different ideas, materials and practices explored during the 
research journey.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Practice-led research has a particular rigor. 
Rosenberg (2000) believes that researchers 
move from broader fields of concern to more 
focused questions (p. 16). These questions 
open up new lines of inquiry that require similar 
detailed investigations. The theses of doctoral 
researchers such as C.E.Beryl Graham (1997), 
Gerry Gowans (1997) and Keith Armstrong 
(2002) chronicle the discovery of knowledge 
through their practice-led case studies: each 
new case study project builds upon questions 
generated in previous projects. The final thesis 
presents a cogent summary of the thesis by 
chronicling the extensive thesis journey. In his 
text on rigor in design research, Keith Russell 
(2002) draws parallels with the knowledge 
developed and refined over time in vernacular 
building traditions (pp. 10-12). Research 
reaches a point of “completeness” like a 
cathedral that is never completely finished and 
yet advances with a certain unity. The narrative 
approach to practice-led research is supported 
by qualitative notions of research validity and 
rigor. For example, Kvale (1995) questions the 
notion of research validity within post-modern 
constructs of knowledge and qualitative 
research. If knowledge is socially constructed, 
then researchers must communicate not only 
their findings but the critical, discursive context 
in which the findings arose. In the narrative 
format, each thesis chapter becomes ‘a mix of 
critical commentary, literature review, data 
analysis and interpretation’ (Davis 2004, p. 15). 
The rigor arises through the crafting of the 
research narrative as a critical, reflective, 
creative discourse (Leavy 2008, p. 347). 
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Personal narratives and critical conversations at Avebury St: a shifting 
between theory and practice. 
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research techniques 
 
This research involved three main research techniques; conversational inquiry; journaling; and experimental 
making. These techniques facilitated new and more focused lines of inquiry through the interplay of theory and 
practice.  
 
conversational inquiry 
 
As the research topic is concerned with embedding design practice in social and material realities of lived spaces, 
so too was it important that the research be developed in conversation with a broader social and material setting. 
This aim was achieved via the first technique, conversational inquiry, involving testing research ideas and insights – 
as well as physical art and building projects - in a public forum. Conversational inquiry involved different modes of 
public engagement, including conference participation and informal interviews with research participants. I pursued 
conference themes that resonated with the ideas and design practices encountered during the research journey. 
Much of the thesis document developed from refereed papers and images presented at conferences. Conference 
participation contributed significantly to my research insights, not only because of the content of the criticism, but 
rather because the extensive criticisms encountered in blind-refereeing processes provided new lines of inquiry *. 
For example, the conference themes used at the 2003 and 2005 Interior Design / Interior Architecture Educators 
Association (IDEA) conferences acted as a springboard for exploring the philosophical dimensions of interior sites. 
Similarly, the 2007 AASA conference exploring technology transformation in architecture reconnected my research 
to architectural literature and DIY techniques (Smith 2007). The research was discussed at many conferences and 
research forums during the doctoral candidature (Smith 1999a; Smith 2000a; Smith 2000b; Smith 2000c; Smith 
2001d; Smith 2003a; Smith 2003b; Smith 2005a; Smith 2007). The research was also critiqued in different forums, 
including; refereed journals (Smith 2001c; Smith 2004a); an online publication (Smith 2001b); a successful, 
collaborative public art competition entry (Smith, Brisbin, Dixon, Paine & D’Alpoim Guedes 2004); an essay in a 
book on art and architecture (Smith 2005b); and the text for two Brisbane art exhibition catalogues (Smith 2001a; 
Smith 2004b).  This material was subsequently interwoven into the thesis chapters. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* According to Cole and McIntyre (2003), art-
informed research must be engaged with the 
social settings in which it occurs (p. 2). By 
presenting fieldwork projects or analyses within 
public settings or forums, the researcher can 
engage the audience in critical reflection – 
which leads to new, unexpected pathways. 
Investigation into a particular question or field 
often generates new research directions 
anyway. Deleuze and Guattari (2004) describe 
these new lines of inquiry and thought as ‘lines 
of flight’ (p. 4) – connected to, yet diverging 
from, previous thoughts. Many contemporary 
researchers like to use this analogy to explain 
how their research develops or expands into 
new, unexpected territories (Elizabeth St.Pierre 
in McWilliam, Lather and Morgan 1997, p. 15).  
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The author presenting the ‘Soft Architectures’ paper, at the 
conference Internet Research 2.0, the Second International 
Conference of the Association of Internet Researchers (2001), in 
Minneapolis, USA. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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As part of the conversational inquiry technique, I also interviewed participants using informal interviews. As 
discussed in the following chapters, being familiar with the interviewees over extended periods of time has allowed 
me to witness the evolutionary aspects of their project involvement. The first interviews involved artists Craig Walsh 
and Ashley Paine, whom I spoke to when writing their respective exhibition catalogs (Smith 2001a; Smith 2004b). 
The second series of informal interviews involved participants of the Avebury St collaborative building project, in 
which I was also involved. Full transcripts of these interviews, recorded on cassette tape, were given to the 
participants for feedback. The final series of informal conversations involved Pedro Guedes and Dianne D’Alpoim 
Guedes (2006a; 2006b), whom I spoke to on several occasions about the design of their Brisbane residence, 
Selvalegre.  
 
For the Avebury St project, I spoke to several participants and design project collaborators about their experiences 
of the building and design process. As part of their interview, I asked participants to physically change an IKEA box 
picture frame painted the same red color as Avebury St. This provided the interviewees with a non-verbal technique 
for feedback about the project *. Our neighbor Sue Ward, a lecturer in film and television, wrote a narrative about 
the site with accompanying images. My cabinetmaker partner Matthew Dixon and his co-worker William McMahon 
inserted materials salvaged from Avebury St into their respective boxes. And designers Chris Brisbin and Kirstin 
Tocker transformed their box frame into a jigsaw puzzle using IKEA products and timber. Images of the participants’ 
responses are also contained and discussed in the interiors chapter. The analysis of different participant input was 
fed directly into the formation of conference papers, and later informed key issues in the document, particularly the 
importance of making and temporality in residential projects. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Non-verbal techniques for participant 
feedback provide unique insights into research 
settings. When speaking to people about their 
experiences of home, researcher Clare Cooper 
Marcus (1997) encouraged participants to draw 
images relating to their feelings. After allaying 
any fears about drawing standards, Cooper 
Marcus found that getting people to illustrate 
their feelings helped them to focus their ideas 
prior to the interview (p. 5). 
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Images of box frame responses by research participants in the Avebury St project.  
Clockwise, from left: William McMahon, Chris Brisbin and Kirstin Tocker; Mat Dixon: detail of Matthew Dixon’s box; 
diagram by Peta Bassett; image of Avebury St in the 1980s by neighbour Sue Ward. 
Source: Photos above by the author, below by Sue Ward and Peta Bassett. 
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While the conversational approach enables participants and observers to provide verbal feedback on the research, 
it can also be seen in non-verbal media like photographs. Many of the photographic images included in this 
document are by other people who were building occupants and / or audience spectators. This provides alternative, 
broader perspectives on the research setting *. In my Behind the Boundary (2000) and Boundary (2000-2001) 
installations, I asked Matthew Dixon to video and photograph audience interaction. Matthew and professional 
architect-photographer Graham Meltzer also took photos of Avebury St. Similarly, Craig Walsh, Ashley Paine, 
Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes and Pedro Guedes provided images of their work.  
 
The conversational technique conveys different impressions of the research material, and this is also important in 
the layout of the document. The document is formatted as a conversation between the images and written text; and 
between different images of the same buildings or spaces at different times. Both installation art and experimental 
buildings involve the creation of continuously changing environments. It is therefore important to convey the 
ephemeral nature of space by showing images of projects taken at different times with different occupants. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Contemporary qualitative researchers 
recognize the value of images and 
photographs as research information (Harper 
1994; Zeisel 1986). Photographs not only 
represent or document a research setting, 
but can evoke the palpable qualities of an 
environment. 
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Digital video stills taken to document audience interaction during the author’s Behind the Boundary (2000) installation. 
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exploratory journaling 
 
The making of the thesis document itself became another significant research tool. This led to the second research 
technique, exploratory journaling. As described in the foreword, my research journals incorporated pen and ink 
sketches and written text. When immersed in the complex philosophies at the beginning of the research, I kept 
personal reflections and sketches in small, black journals *. The journals did not follow a set format or layout, as the 
content changed depending on research focus; in this sense, the journals were exploratory. This thesis layout was 
developed from these initial journal explorations which gave equal weighting to images and text. The crafting of the 
research document was also part of the exploratory journaling technique. This was because germinant ideas were 
identified and clarified whilst developing the text interconnected with adjacent images. The process of writing and 
rewriting chapters over several years revealed connections between conference themes and germinant ideas.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Journal-making is an important tool for 
reflective research, practice and practice-led 
research (Schön 1983; van Manen 1990; Adler 
1994; Clandinin and Connelly 1994; Creswell 
1998; Newbury 2001). Writing is also a form of 
making. Architectural theorist Jane Rendell 
(2002) describes writing as a critical and 
creative practice of making. 
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Journaling techniques; the author used different formats depending on the research issue being explored.  
Clockwise, from left; example of a page with pen-and-ink conceptual sketch and text; a pile of research 
journals; annotated email correspondence pasted into journal.  
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Undergraduate design students and practicing architects often sketch and write about current design projects in 
journals *. I would often incorporate annotated design diagrams drawn in these diaries in client and competition 
submissions. In a similar vein, I used my research diaries to work through the installation projects. This included a 
series of A5 journals which recorded thoughts and reflections in a poetic, rather than purely representational format. 
I used pen-and-ink sketches to evoke concepts or to test project ideas. Each image was accompanied by a written 
text.  
 
However, the research diaries also took a form slightly different from diaries kept during my architectural and design 
practice. The “materials” and projects that were very different from the client and competition briefs of commercial 
architectural practice; the materials included philosophical ideas about space, rather than room functions and 
qualities; and practice included initiating art projects rather than responding to briefs written by commissioning client 
bodies. Complex and abstract ideas took the place of plan diagrams, spatial analyses and material specifications. 
When the research focus changed, so too did the diaries. For example, when focused on writing conference papers, 
the journals contained only written reflections about theory and practice, and copies of email conversations with 
people, including interview participants and supervisors. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Many architects use visual diaries both as 
travelogues and to develop design ideas and 
projects. This tradition starts at university when 
students record their ideas in diaries submitted 
for assessment with their design portfolios. 
Some architects such as Herman Hertzberger 
maintain diaries throughout their working life. 
Hertzberger’s diaries not only include sketches 
about projects, but reflections on society and 
life (van Bergeijk and Haputmann 1998).  
Diaries are equally popular with practice-led 
researchers. Darren Newbury (2001) suggests 
visual diaries are an important method for 
visual and practice-led researchers. The diary 
is the place where researchers can negotiate 
and reflect upon the complex relationships 
between words and images, theory and 
practice. Diaries contain different kinds of 
information, including observations from the 
field, reflections about the researcher’s role in 
the research and visual material. Newbury 
suggests packaging and organizing categories 
for ease of later retrieval, but he also points out 
that diaries never follow a set format. This is to 
enable researchers to develop a style 
appropriate to the research context. 
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I used different journal formats and content depending on the research focus.  
Left: An earlier journal sketch exploring building form, used during an architectural brief. 
Right: A copy of a pen-and-ink sketch evoking my research quest. 
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experimental making 
 
The third technique of this research was experimental making. A more extensive definition of this term is located in 
the preceding germinant theories chapter. As a research technique, experimental making involved physically 
making sculptures, public site-specific installations and the Avebury St residence, without a fixed design direction or 
outcome. In conjunction with conversational inquiry and journaling, experimental making provided a critical insider’s 
perspective of design practice *. Several art and building projects were part of this research. I made several 
individual art installations: Respond (1999); Boundary (2000); and Behind the Boundary (2000-2001). The majority 
of art and building projects were collaborative endeavours, including; Dress / Incubator (Smith and Rasmussen 
2001a) and a subsequent installation at the Brisbane Goprint office Christmas party (Smith and Rasmussen 2001b);  
two successful public art proposals, Watermarks: The river book (D’Alpoim Guedes, Dixon and Smith 2001), which 
became a workshop for schoolchildren; and Not For Sale (Smith, Brisbin, Dixon, Paine & D’Alpoim Guedes 2004), a 
successful though un-built proposal for the art and architecture infinite project. The research focused on one major 
project, Avebury St (2000+), which is an evolving, experimental residence in Australia. Information about the 
installations appeared on the QUT website homepage (Queensland University of Technology 2000) and in a local 
newspaper describing the West End Festival (Leonard 2000). An article was published on the Avebury St project in 
the Courier Mail Home Magazine (Lord 2004).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Praxis, the nexus of theory and practice, is 
now an established research method, 
particularly in art and design (Lather 1998, p. 
94; Soja 2000; O’Farrell 2000, p. 3; Armstrong 
2000). The theory of praxis questions the 
boundaries and hierarchies that exist between 
theory and practice, as well as what constitutes 
knowledge. 
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The Avebury St fieldwork project involved simultaneous designing, making and occupation. 
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fieldwork areas:  
installations, interiors and buildings 
 
The research fieldwork involved three areas of study: installations; interiors; and buildings. Each of these fieldwork 
areas is presented as a chapter. The preliminary fieldwork area, installations, includes critical reflection of my own 
site-specific art installations as well as the work of two local Brisbane artists Ashley Paine and Craig Walsh. This 
preliminary fieldwork led to two major fieldwork projects involving residential buildings. The first fieldwork project, 
interiors, refers to installations within, and building work on, the Avebury St project, my family home during this 
research. The second fieldwork project, buildings, focuses on the design approach used at the Selvalegre 
residence, the Brisbane home of an academic and an artist. I have been personally involved in all of the fieldwork 
projects, either as a direct participant or long-term “observer”. This involvement was essential to the research topic. 
Germinant practices unfold in small-scale, often private domestic settings, and I was able to observe the issues that 
emerge from these settings over time.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Lars Lerup’s (1977) research is a useful 
precedent for this research because of his topic 
and his explicit personal involvement in the 
research setting. Lerup studied the way people 
created their buildings over time, comparing 
several examples to traditional architectural 
models. He termed this approach unfinished 
building. Lerup wanted to understand the 
relationship between people and environments 
by interrogating the conceptual and social 
dimensions of everyday building activities. In all 
the case studies, Lerup either stayed in the site 
for regular periods, or in one case, lived on site 
as a tenant. This gave him intimate knowledge 
of the topic and, in particular, the necessary 
insight into the way these buildings are 
developed over time. Sociologist Roger 
Montgomery (1977) describes Lerups’s 
approach as interactionist because he regards 
people as active and interconnected to 
environments. Montgomery argues Lerup’s 
research relies on his intimate participation in 
the research: ‘in developing the interactionist 
view, the necessity of seeing both dwelling and 
the dweller, and the critical role of action 
itself…Lerup was one of the many activist 
tenants ‘ (p. 13). 
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Above, left: Image from the author’s site-specific installation Behind the Boundary (2000), discussed in the installations chapter. 
Below, left: Interior of the Avebury St (2000+) residential project, the subject of the interiors chapter. 
Right: External view of laneway entry at the Selvalegre residence, the focus of the buildings chapter in this document. 
Source: below left, photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer; other photos by the author. 
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speculations and findings 
 
This thesis draws together ideas, theories and practices from different areas of theory; philosophy, cultural theory, 
architectural and art theory; as well as practices including art gallery installations, interior decoration, speculative 
architectural projects and hand-made artists’ houses. The main value of this research is identifying the germinant 
tendencies in, and therefore drawing together, these often divergent approaches. In practical terms, this thesis can 
help a wide range of people who have similar interests in germinant ideas and spaces. I hope to encourage 
designers, architects, artists, students and builders alike to question and extend their practices. With the many, 
stringent and unavoidable regulations controlling building procurement and constraining germinant practice, it is 
difficult to change professional practice per se. However, the thesis does illuminate the deficiencies of the 
professional practice model in terms of germinant attitudes; its resistance to rhizomatic process in hierarchical 
practice models; and its oppression of the forces of change and time. By understanding architecture’s deficiencies, 
we can seek out alternative opportunities outside of commercial, office-based practice. This thesis can also 
influence future practice-lead research, particularly in architecture, by encouraging other researchers to develop 
evolving research tools and methods as part of germinant thinking. 
 
To be consistent with the spirit of open-ended, evolutionary thinking advocated by the research, this document is 
speculative rather than conclusive *. Several research speculations have emerged during the research journey. The 
final chapter, practices, identifies several ways to encourage germinancy in the design of environments, by asking 
the following key questions. How do installation art and experimental making reveal the germinant nature of 
buildings? How does a germinant space evolve, unfold, become? How can our design practices celebrate and 
reveal the germinant nature of life? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Exploring the rhizomatic.  
 
 
* Action researcher Julie Davis (2004) argues 
that the research findings generated through an 
evolving research approach should be 
speculative. In this model, a researcher will 
‘explore issues and dilemmas, raise questions 
and present possibilities’ (Davis 200, p. 15). 
This approach also reflects the role of the 
researcher ‘as collaborator and participant, 
rather than observer and judge’ (Davis 2000, p. 
15). 
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             installations:   
      preliminary fieldwork  
 
Covers the ideas and approaches used in several site-specific installations. 
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This research began with several concerns and questions related to the practice of architecture.  After working in 
local architectural firms, I became disillusioned with the very structured nature of professional practice, coupled with 
an emphasis on the finished visual appearance of buildings in both practice and design literature. Architects are 
usually engaged to create a physical building, so it is not surprising that there is significant emphasis on making 
physical forms. However, this formal focus is often at odds with the need for buildings to accommodate people and 
the events that happen inside, around and to them. My concerns first surfaced as an architectural student, looking 
at phenomenological theory and installation art practice (Smith 1996). Phenomenology reflects a concern with place 
and people-environment relations. This concern resembles the interests of many installation artists, due to the 
artists’ emphasis on the relationship between the audience and the artwork rather than physical artwork alone. This 
earlier study produced several unresolved issues which were developed into the following initial “trigger” questions*: 
 
• How do theories highlighting the interrelationship between people and space illuminate installation 
practice? 
• What is the nature of the design process when working in installation art, and how might it differ from the 
methods of professional architectural and design practice? 
• Installation artists focus on the audience and the site when creating forms, but what techniques do they 
use to foster this focus? 
 
A multi-faceted approach was used to explore the above trigger questions through theoretical and practical 
investigation. Key literature was drawn from different fields; theories of design and art practice (Mitchell 1993; Hill 
1998b; de Oliveira et al 1998; Reiss 1999; Willis 1999); and on cultural, social and philosophical theory reinforcing a 
focus on building or spatial inhabitation (Heidegger 1975a; Heidegger 1975b; Heidegger 1997; Titchkosky 1996; Hill 
2002). Site-specificity is a key characteristic of installation, and so I wanted to experience actual installations and 
installation practice first-hand rather than through literature alone. While reviewing this literature, I initiated site-
specific art projects that became the preliminary studies for this research, including: Respond (1999); Behind the 
Boundary (2000): Boundary (2000-2001); and Dress / Incubator (2001).  I also analyzed two site-specific 
installations by local artists / architects. The first collaborative installation, K:\ 012044 (2001) in the Brisbane City 
Gallery was by Cox Rayner and artist Craig Walsh. The second installation, The Space of People (2004) in the farm 
gallery, was by artist and architect Ashley Paine. My initial critiques of these works appeared in the catalogues 
accompanying each exhibition (Smith 2001a; Smith 2004b). I also analysed several installations from the Kid’s APT, 
part of The 5th Asia-Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art, in Brisbane (December2006-May 2007). These 
investigations into site specific installation practice are described below. 
  
  
Images of installations by the author, made as part 
of this research.  
Clockwise: Respond (1999); Behind the Boundary 
(2000); Dress / Incubator (Smith and Rasmussen 
2001); Boundary (2000-2001).  
 
introduction 
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* Many researchers do not start their research 
with a set hypothesis, but rather use questions 
to guide their initial research. Terence 
Rosenberg (2000) calls these questions 
‘triggers’ (p. 16). These triggers are not 
necessarily restricted to one field of study; this 
suits the exploratory approach common to 
practice-led research. The triggers are then 
developed into fieldwork areas. 
 
 
An opening night audience interacting with Ashley Paine’s installation The Space of People (2004), in the farm gallery, 
Brisbane. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Brant Harris. 
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Installation art generally refers to the making of artworks that occupy or change an entire space using a variety of 
different media *. There are several dimensions of installation practice that distinguish it from other art forms. These 
include its methods, materials and site-specificity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Two site-specific installations from the Kid’s APT, part of 
The 5th Asia-Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art, 
Brisbane Gallery of Modern Art (December2006-May 
2007). 
Above:  Sutee Kunavichayanont’s Classroom Upside 
Down. 
Below:  eX de Medici’s Tattoo Shop. 
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* There are several notable works about 
installation art as a genre or area of practice - 
all identify the key issues of audience 
interaction and site-specificity. These include: 
On Installation by Nicolas de Oliveira, Nicola 
Oxley and Michael Petry (1993); and a later 
work, Installation Art (1998) by the same 
authors; Ronald Onorato’s (1997) Blurring the 
Boundaries: Installation Art 1969-1996; Julie 
Reiss’ (1999) From Margin to Centre: The 
Spaces of Installation Art; Space, Site, 
Intervention: Situating Installation Art, edited by 
Erika Suderburg (2000); and Claire Bishop’s 
(2005) Installation Art: A Critical History. There 
are also several research theses about 
installation art, documenting its concerns with 
site and audience interaction, including; Alison 
Thomson’s (1996) Moving the Subject: An 
Analysis of Installation Art and Architecture; 
and Jennifer Paparo’s (1998) Master of Arts 
thesis Installation Arts: Towards a Questioning 
of Boundaries.  
 
A child playing with Kwon Ki-Soo’s installation Run, run, run (December2006-May 2007), at the Brisbane Gallery of 
Modern Art. Children assembled foam dolls based on the artist’s “Dongguri” character.  
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There are several key, interrelated ideas underpinning site-specific installation art that are important to this thesis. 
These ideas reinforce the role of the inhabitant in physically creating environments over time. This chapter refers to 
the following five ideas, which are also summarised in the previous theories chapter, in this chapter; betweeness; 
activation; tactics and practices; spectacular everyday; and soft architectures. These key ideas emerged during 
analysis of the installation fieldwork projects, and provide the foundations for understanding the methods, sites and 
materials used in the installations. 
 
betweeness 
 
Betweeness is a concept concerned with blurring or shifting, but because it is used to mean different things, it is 
hard to define a singular use of the concept. For example, it can be used to refer to the blurring of different 
mediums, fields and concerns in the making of an environment, particularly a temporary artwork. Betweeness has 
also been associated with social and phenomenological concerns in art practice when used to denote 
interrelationship between people and space – or the blurring of subjects and objects. Tanya Titchkosky used the 
idea of betweeness to describe ‘coming to understand human relations to place’ within artworks and practices *. In 
other contexts, betweeness refers to the dynamic, changing nature of environments and their uses. This dynamism 
is evident in certain site-specific artworks that continuously evolve in response to audience manipulation. Deleuze 
and Guattari (2004) discuss the between, however, their focus is not on human interrelations but rather the 
productive qualities of shifting and evolution that lead to new creations and affects; ‘a transversal movement that 
sweeps one and the other away’ (p. 28).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Betweeness is an idea about blurring applied to 
activities such as art making.  
 
 
key ideas 
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* When I use the term betweeness, I have been 
greatly influenced by the social theorist Tanya 
Titchkosky’s (1996) thesis on art making. 
Titchkosky argued that art practice helps artists 
express, explore and find their identity and 
place in the world. This is particularly useful 
when artists use their art to overcome feelings 
of isolation, marginalization or disconnection. 
Titchkosky describes this condition of searching 
for connection to place as betweeness. Even if 
betweeness is visible in particular art activities, 
Titchkosky argues that it is an existential 
condition essential to all human existence.  
 
A child playing with the blackboard at the exhibition opening of the author’s installation Boundary (2000-2001), inside the 
QUT Art Museum, Brisbane. The audience could write and draw around backlit images and text inserted inside the 
blackboard.  
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activation 
 
Another key issue of installation art is audience interaction, or activation. Activation refers to the way that the 
audience experiences installations. Instead of simply looking at an artwork like a painting, the audience can move in 
and through artworks, and often touch or move components. Activation is associated with ethical and political 
concerns, not simply aesthetic or formal motivations. The installation art genre was advanced by practitioners such 
as the American artist Allan Kaprow, who wanted to make his art more accessible to the audience *. Besides 
locating his works outside of gallery spaces, Kaprow made works out of simple and everyday materials to 
encourage people to touch and manipulate the art. Artists such as Kaprow saw the audience as active agents in the 
development of art, rather than passive recipients of artistic content and experience.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Audience activation is a key concern of installation 
artists. The image shows an audience member 
exploring the author’s Boundary (2000-2001) 
installation.  
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* Terms such as “activation”, “audience 
interaction” and “audience participation” refer to 
the same idea of audience engagement with 
artworks. Julie Reiss (1999) argues that 
‘spectator participation’ (p. xiii) is crucial to 
installation art. She also notes that the degree 
of participation varies between projects, from 
simply moving around a work to physically 
touching and changing it. Like Reiss, Claire 
Bishop (2005) points out the importance of 
‘activated spectatorship’ (p. 13) as a tool for 
democratizing art. This could be seen in early 
works of American artist Allan Kaprow. Kaprow 
insisted that the audience be involved in 
making the artworks, therefore becoming part 
of the artistic process (Haywood 1999, pp. 38-
39). For example, in Kaprow’s interactive 
installation Words (1962), the audience could 
move scrolls of text (Reiss 1999, p. 5). 
Audience interaction with artwork elements is a key characteristic of installation art. Image of a street performer using the 
author’s Behind the Boundary (2000) installation at the West End street festival 
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strategies / tactics 
 
 
The third key idea in installation art practice relates to the use of design strategies / tactics in artwork construction 
and experience *. Strategies are preconceived responses to a situation or design problem, while tactics are evolving 
reactions to changing project circumstances, like material availability or weather. By encouraging the audience to 
make on-site changes to their artworks, artists create project conditions that encourage in-situ, often impromptu or 
tactical responses by the audience and / or the artist. Many site-specific installation artists regard their works as 
incomplete until the audience has experienced and changed their artworks. This means that the physical elements 
set up by the artist will be changed to some degree. In other words, the artist’s initial design strategies will be 
changed or even compromised by the audience’s tactical responses to the site. Artists also use a tactical approach 
to art making when they design projects during the construction or site installation phases. This allows artists to 
change the work in response to site conditions, including audience interaction. It can be helpful to think of designing 
in terms of strategies and tactics, rather than problems and solutions. The latter approach implies deviations from 
initial plans are failures, whereas the former approach treats the unexpected as design opportunities.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Artists who initially set up projects with flexible 
design strategies can allow their work to evolve on 
site according to audience and artist interactions. 
Above is a video still of the author’s Behind the 
Boundary (2000) installation. 
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* Strategies and tactics are usually deployed in 
activities like warfare to deal with unpredictable 
site conditions (Lewis, Tsurumaki and Lewis 
1998, p. 5). When designers and artists 
develop designs during the construction 
process, they also create project conditions that 
require initial design directions to be modified 
via tactical responses. This is because there 
are always unforeseen issues related to 
materials or site conditions. Some architects 
and their practices, such as New York firm 
Lewis, Tsurumaki and Lewis, work on projects 
where the designers are also the makers. This 
enables them to transform unexpected on-site 
changes into design opportunities (Kellogg 
1999). 
 
Part of a proposal for an unbuilt, temporary installation in Noosa – The Floating Land International Site-Specific laboratory, 
December 2001. Our collaborative proposal was loose so that we could harness the natural forces and materials-at-hand 
on site, such as river currents and discarded boat vessels. As the project was unbuilt, we could not test this approach in 
practice. 
Source: Image by the author, proposal by Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes, Pedro Guedes, Matthew Dixon and Cathy Smith. 
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spectacular everyday 
 
The next term refers to the issues of change and everyday space in site-specific installation: the spectacular 
everyday. These two issues are important to many installation artists. Artists create temporary environmental works 
to draw our attention to specific issues, as well as highlighting the ephemeral nature of existence. Additionally, 
artists want to make their works accessible to general audiences by referencing to everyday issues, materials or 
sites. I developed the term spectacular everyday to reference these issues by joining two conflicting terms from 
phenomenological theory. Installation artists are interested in the relations between people and places, which is also 
an important issue in phenomenological theories. A phenomenological viewpoint usually reinforces stable, ongoing 
relations to everyday places. Phenomenologists argue that place attachments are formed through our familiar, 
taken-for-granted experiences of the world over time. Things or objects that interfere with these relations cause us 
to become detached “spectators” *. Martin Heidegger (1975a) termed people’s long-term connections to places 
dwelling. The continuous changes associated with installation environments may conflict with the phenomenological 
notion of everyday place. This is because installation artists often change or interrupt our perceptions of everyday 
places in order to draw our attention to forgotten issues. On the other hand, these artistic disruptions and 
interventions may facilitate new, evolved dwellings and place relations. Some phenomenological theorists argue 
that notions of dwelling need to be broadened to embrace more dynamic, temporal understandings of place, such 
as the nomadic. This expanded sense of dwelling would better support ephemeral art practices like installation. 
Even Heidegger acknowledged the temporal aspects of dwelling as revealed in art. The spectacular everyday draws 
our attention to these two issues of time and everyday place in site-specific installation.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
People can see everyday spaces differently when 
temporary artworks are placed in otherwise ordinary 
locations. Above is a photo of the author’s Behind 
the Boundary (2000) installation at the West End 
Street Festival. Several audience members used the 
boxes as seats. 
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* Not all phenomenological theorists view 
dwelling in fixed, stable categories implied by 
readings of Martin Heidegger (Korosec-Serfaty 
1985, p. 81; Salmon 1989, p. 9; Wyschogrod 
1996, p. 196) For example, Korosec-Serfaty 
argues that we need to account for negative 
experiences of dwelling such as burglary. Even 
Heidegger (1975a) suggested that his German 
Blackforest description of dwelling could not 
apply in contemporary life (p. 160). Even so, 
many theorists still focus on the European 
building typologies as examples of dwelling 
(Tuan 1977; Norberg-Schulz 1984). This 
excludes other examples of dwelling that are 
perceived as temporary or superficial. The 
Situationist artist collective challenged this 
negative view of temporality. They argued for a 
different, more ephemeral view of urban places, 
associating the term spectacle more positively 
with their environmental research techniques 
(Foster 1985, p. 93). According to John 
Rajchman (200b), philsopher Gilles Deleuze 
also reinforces a more ephmereal sense of 
“home”. Deleuze moves beyond Heidegger’s 
idea of dwelling rooted in a single place, to a 
sense of “home” informed by the ephemerality 
of life itself (Rajchman, pp. 94-95).   
 
An everyday street environment changed temporarily for a street festival. The boxes were part of the author’s Behind the 
Boundary installation. 
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soft architectures 
 
The final key idea, soft architectures, relates to the materials and approaches used to foster audience interaction in 
many site-specific installations. The term soft does not just refer to the physical condition of materials, but rather the 
designer’s focus on the processes of designing, instead of the design outcome or product alone. This latter idea of 
soft design process was influenced by the development of electronic media and software programs *. In theory, 
interactive software programs allow users to become more active, by changing and reconfiguring digital 
environments to some degree. Software users can adapt programs to suit their needs, so designers had to become 
conscious of how people experience, manipulate and alter things. Instead of trying to control people’s responses, a 
“hard” design approach, designers focused on issues of interaction, change and sociality; an approach described as 
“soft” design. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Soft architecture and design is about the ephemeral 
aspects of environments, particularly creative 
processes. 
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* Theories of soft design emerged in the late 
1980s and 1990s, in response to the increased 
use of computer software technologies. 
Theorists like John Thackara (1998), John 
Chris-Jones (1988) and C. Thomas Mitchell 
(1993) realized that this technology encouraged 
a different view of designing, because it 
emphasized processes over products. Both 
Thackara and Mitchell were influenced by 
Jones’ concept of ‘Softecnica’ (1988, p. 16) or 
soft design. Rather than focus on the 
production of discrete formal objects, soft 
designers focus on the creation of an 
interactive context that responds to user needs 
and experiences. Jones believes, for example, 
that software design allows users to adapt and 
modify a digital space over time, although the 
user often needs program knowledge to do this 
(Jones 1988, p. 219). Soft architecture is 
another idea used in architectural literature. 
Richard Davignon (1997) used it in his thesis to 
describe architecture in terms of inhabitant 
experience rather than physical hard form. He 
concentrated on experimental installations 
projects which used materials in different ways.  
 
Soft design is about creating contexts for interaction and user experience. 
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The techniques and materials used in each site-specific installation work are unique because artists respond to a 
particular time and place. Yet most installation artists are unanimously concerned with fostering audience interaction 
and activation. By identifying some of those approaches, we can better understand the practical applications of the 
ideas associated with site-specific installation. The following sections identify the methods, site and materials used 
in several installations studied in this thesis. Some projects appear in several categories.  
 
the playground 
 
A collection of different art works at a recent Brisbane exhibition involved a method I call the playground to elicit 
audience interaction. The playground approach involved working with children audiences and play-like techniques. 
Many of the projects in the Kid’s APT, part of the The 5th Asia-Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art, in Brisbane 
(December 2006-May 2007), encouraged interaction. In several artworks, children (and adults) assembled and 
reassembled parts of the artwork made of the kinds of materials used to manufacture toys. The Kids’ APT appeared 
as an entire ensemble of different works rather than individual elements or techniques. This leads me to describe 
the exhibition as the playground, a beguiling place for children. Each installation was like individual equipment within 
a park playground that, with other equipment, collectively creates the playground experience. Many works in this 
exhibition required the audience to do something to, or in, the space. In Kwon Ki-Soo’s installation Run, run, run, 
children created people from foam-cutouts and placed them on display. Other artworks required participants to 
make their own art inside the installation space, similar to the blackboard method. In Sutee Kunavichayanont’s 
Classroom Upside Down, children created their own artworks by making crayon rubbings of the etched desks in the 
space. In another installation, Yang Zhenzhong’s Light and Easy (Brisbane), the audience took and emailed a trick 
photo of them holding a council bus. A similar level of activity was seen in Tuyoshi Ozawa’s Everyone Likes 
Someone as You Like Someone. Children delivered their drawings into a mailbox atop a mountain of standard 
domestic futon cushions. These drawings were then exchanged with audience members in Japan. It was refreshing 
to see white galleries filled with jumping and lively children, even if their exertions were limited by concerned gallery 
attendants and parents. It was the sum of all the installations within the Kid’s APT that created an interactive, 
playground-like environment. 
 
 
 
methods  
Images of children inside installations at the Kid’’s 
APT component of The 5th Asia-Pacific Triennial of 
Contemporary Art, in Brisbane (December2006-
May 2007). 
Above: Sutee Kunavichayanont’s Classroom 
Upside Down. 
Below:  Tuyoshi Ozawa’s Everyone Likes 
Someone as You Like Someone. 
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Aerial view of school children assembling elements of Kwon Ki-Soo’s installation Run, run, run, (2006-2007), The Gallery of 
Modern Art, Brisbane. 
 
 
A child posing for a trick photograph in Yang 
Zhenzhong’s Light and Easy (Brisbane). 
Source: Photo by the author, courtesy of the 
artist. 
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sticky note method 
 
Another way of involving the audience in the work is through meetings and feedback during the design and 
construction. This approach is the sticky-note method due to the copious note-taking involved in community 
meetings *. This was a technique I learnt in previous community-based projects as a project manager and facilitator, 
although in these projects, community input was during early design and planning phases. I worked on two projects; 
as facilitator for architect Caroline Stalker, documenting and visualizing community input during the Maroochydore 
Urban Design / Community development project (February 1995); and as a project manager in the development of 
the Hungry Hill Recording Studio, Kallangur. There are two main problems in this approach. First, it is difficult to 
define who a ‘community’ is, particularly in transient urban areas, and then encourage these stakeholders to attend 
meetings. Second, it is difficult to translate participants’ ideas into built outcomes *. For example, the Kallangur 
project encouraged local architectural students to take ownership of the project with community representatives, yet 
the environment itself was similar to other conventionally produced spaces. Nevertheless, I began with the sticky 
note technique for my first public art installation in a community street festival because I was a local resident myself 
– thus having intimate knowledge of local “communities”. I was both the designer and maker, so could also involve 
the participants in the construction phases, thus hoping to translate their ideas into built outcomes throughout the 
entire project. Behind the Boundary (2000) was located in the West End one day street festival in Brisbane. 
Responding to a call for participation on a flyer, I went to an initial meeting of interested participants. Many of the 
participants were young street performers and artists, and they became my community participants. To open up 
designing and making to other influences, the work developed in part as a physical backdrop for impromptu street 
performances.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A proposal for the author’s Behind the Boundary 
(2000) installation at the West End Street Festival 
appeared alongside other items in the local 
newspaper West End Neighbourhood News 
(Leonard 2000, p. 14). The purpose was to keep the 
community informed of the projects. 
Source: Image courtesy of West End Neighbourhood 
News. 
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* Some theorists interested in involving non-
designers in the design process have been 
critical of its efficacy in practice. An example 
of this criticism can be seen in a recent paper 
by Jeremy Till (2006). Till points out that 
design meetings involving local communities 
and future building inhabitants may not affect 
the built design. This happens when the 
process used to create environments 
involves the same hierarchical production 
methods and approaches used to create 
non-participatory projects. In this scenario, 
comments made by participants fail to 
significantly impact on the forms of buildings 
or the way they are built. ‘The mere taking 
part is seen to be enough: endless sticky 
notes with handwritten exhortations plastered 
over architectural drawings to create a sense 
of activity, but at the end of the day those 
notes are literally and metaphorically peeled 
off, leaving the barest trace of the voices of 
others’ (Till 2006, p. 1). Lars Lerup (1977) 
argues that the participatory approach is 
inherently flawed because it still adopts the 
managerial approach to design whereby the 
designer is a manager, facilitator or project 
coordinator (p. 136). He argues for a different 
activist model. The activist designer is 
intimately involved in a project setting – living 
in it as well as making it – and as an 
“insider”, can directly incorporate community 
feedback and knowledge.  
 
Street performers using box elements from the author’s Behind the Boundary installation as props for their performance. 
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The audience for Behind the Boundary (2000) was unfamiliar, particularly as I had not previously visited the West 
End festival. I could test out project materials and approaches, and audience response, in an unfamiliar territory. My 
lack of experience as an artist in a public arena positively influenced my approach because I did not have a set idea 
about the physical form the art would take. This meant I could better incorporate people’s suggestions into my 
project. While the other artists had relatively set media and ideas, I was open to both the form and, to some degree, 
the content of the work. I had some initial ideas for the installation, which I presented at the meeting, and were later 
published in the West End Neighbourhood News (2000). I spoke about the idea of “boundary”, which to me 
represented a sense of structure and hierarchy that I opposed in architectural practice. The term “boundary” was 
particularly relevant as the work was to be sited within the historically significant Boundary St. The street was 
named “boundary” because it once defined the edge of a curfew area for indigenous people. I also wanted the 
physical work to encourage audience interaction by being able to be changed by the festival visitors, thus “breaking 
down the boundaries” between the audience and art *. To do this, I wanted to make the work out of parts that could 
be changed by the audience and performers.  
 
I saw the sticky-note method as successful in the Behind the Boundary project because the suggestions made by 
the participating artists were incorporated into the final artwork – this meant the art was readily used and adapted by 
the artists on the festival day. The success was helped by the artist participants who were open-minded artists in 
their own right, familiar with materials and art approaches. For example, the artists made suggestions about the 
materials, scale and uses of my art proposals. At the initial community meeting, I expressed an interest in making a 
work out of small boxes that could be easily manipulated. One of the participants suggested making the work out of 
recycled, lightweight polystyrene fruit and vegetable boxes. With a limited budget to complete the work, this was a 
useful suggestion! I decided to paint the boxes and to cover them with fabric to soften their appearance. These 
eight, lightweight foam boxes collectively spelt out the word “BOUNDARY”, and could be moved about by the artists 
and audience. Another local artist wanted to use the boxes as a projection screen, so I included two larger boxes. 
The performance artists who used the artworks as performance props were flexible, changing their approaches to 
suit the impromptu festival context. An example of this included a spontaneous game of “musical boxes” set up by 
one of the artists.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Images from Behind the Boundary (2000), at the 
West End Street Festival, Saturday 8 October 
2000. 
Above:  Close up of a fabric-covered polystyrene 
box. 
Below:  Audience member leaning against the 
recycled foam boxes, also used by another artist 
as a nighttime slide projection screen. 
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* Involving others in the development of art and 
architecture projects is complicated due to the 
unclear definitions of what constitutes community 
and participation. The involvement of building 
users in design decisions is often described as 
participatory or community design. Participation is 
a heavily-contested term, varying from verbal 
acknowledgments of user preferences to actual 
hands-on construction (Wates and Knevitt 1987; 
Till 2005). Similarly, there are divergent views on 
what constitutes a community (Comerio 1990; Till 
1998, p. 63; Miles 2000, p. 160; muf & Schonfield 
2000, p. 63; Schonfield 2001, p. 11). Similar 
concerns affect community art, public art and 
installation art projects (Miles 1997; Lacy 1995; 
Ghorra-Gobin 2000; Kwon 2002). 
 
A young boy enjoying his box assemblage during the author’s installation Behind the Boundary (2000). 
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role blurring 
 
The next method for encouraging audience interaction is role blurring, whereby collaborators form different 
disciplinary backgrounds work together to produce a single project. When artists and architects work collaboratively, 
they open their design approaches to other, interdisciplinary influences. This approach is role blurring, because the 
normal roles and activities of different professionals are blurred and interchanged to some degree. Role-playing is 
an established technique in participatory and community design approaches *. In these scenarios, people play role-
playing games to uncover preconceptions and expectations of the different participants; in theory, reducing any 
potential conflicts during the real design process. However, in this research, role blurring is not a game simulation 
but a blurring of roles in a real project, to encourage an equitable working relationship and innovative project 
outcomes. Collaborators are literally involved in activities outside of their normal professional ways of working, such 
as a designer working as a project builder. Even if one person influences the design more strongly than the other, 
the outcome will reflect an interdisciplinary blurring to some degree. However, this would not be the case if there 
was token collaboration during the creative process. A case in point was the K:\ 012044 (2000) site-specific 
installation at the Brisbane City Gallery. This project was initiated to explore methods of artist-architect collaboration 
from the inception of building projects, through an artist–in- residency program inside a commercial architectural 
studio.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Back projections displayed on glass screen walls 
made the Brisbane City Gallery appear to fill with 
water in K:\ 012044 (2000). 
Source: Photos courtesy of Craig Walsh. 
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* Projects involving community participation 
often use role-playing games to educate and 
open up the insights of other participants. 
Wates (2000) calls this approach ‘gaming’ (p. 
68) or ‘simulation’ (p. 116). For example, in a 
design game, a community resident might 
pretend to be an architect and the architect 
might act as a builder or government 
representative. Role-playing is often used in 
combination with other techniques, though the 
translation of these meeting-based approaches 
into actual design outcomes is often questioned 
(Till 2006).  
 
Artist Craig Walsh and architect Michael Moore of Cox Rayner Architects, at their installation K:\ 012044 (2000), Brisbane City 
Gallery. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Craig Walsh. 
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Cox Rayner’s artist-in-residency established conditions for role blurring because they set up a space inside their 
office for an artist to work alongside the architects *. This is reflected in the title of the installation K:\ 012044. The 
installation was allocated a standard job number amongst the other architectural projects within the office. The role 
blurring approach appeared one-way, in the sense that the artist worked like an architect in the studio rather than 
the other way around. The residency was supported by Australia Council New Media. The purpose of the residency 
was twofold: to challenge established modes of architectural practice; and to develop a model for collaborative 
practice between artist and architect. In the context of the relatively new Queensland State Government Art Built-In 
policy, this way of working is timely. The project began by installing the artist Craig Walsh within the architectural 
office during the project, thus ensuring the architect and artist worked in the same studio environment. The artist 
and architects placed as much emphasis on the development of a method of working as the physical work itself, 
although the physical installation also reflected their respective concerns with concepts of blurring - particularly the 
boundaries between real or virtual space. An exact model of the project site was filmed filling with water, and this 
film (and its accompanying soundtrack) was back projected onto glass screens placed in the gallery. The projection 
made the Brisbane City basement gallery appear to fill with water. Artist Craig Walsh works primarily in multi-media 
installations, and his continued interest in the blurring of real and digital environments was evident in K:\ 012044. 
The method of creating the work through role blurring was more dynamic than the physical artwork, in that the 
physical artwork had little audience interaction other than enabling the audience to enter into and move around the 
gallery site. Their approach was unlike traditional artist-architect collaborations, which often focus on the 
introduction of artistic content to an architectural project. In this latter approach, the architect remains the primary 
consultant and the artist responds to a particular aspect of the architect’s or client’s brief.  
 
By working within a traditional office context that generally adheres to conventional materials and hierarchies of 
production, the work appeared more like a conventional architectural project than an experiment in interdisciplinary 
blurring. For example, the aluminum wall cladding within the installation was installed in the same way that a builder 
would adhere to an architect’s working drawings. Still, the artist and architect were active in making the film 
components of the project, particularly when they worked with a photographer to develop the model projections in 
the photographic studios. This degree of hands-on involvement is uncharacteristic of professional architectural 
practice, where it is unusual for designers to physically construct a project outside of the design studio. Although 
architects often build scale models of projects, they do this to represent the building rather than to build part of a 
project per se.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
The artist and architect used scale models of the 
Brisbane City Gallery filling with water to create 
life-size projections for their K:\ 012044 (2000). 
Source: Both photos of the models in the 
photographic studio courtesy of Craig Walsh. 
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* Architect and theorist Jonathan Hill (1998b) 
provides an interesting perspective on the 
relationship between installation art and 
architecture. Hill believes both installation art 
and architecture practices are an exploration of 
the same issue - the relationship between 
people and space - even if this is expressed in 
different formal outcomes. Some architectural 
practices involve themselves with artists to 
open up the nature and forms of their practice. 
Installation artist Lyndall Milani worked in the 
Brisbane office Bligh Voller Neild (BVN) 
architects in 1998. Her role in the office was not 
set, and she initiated and participated in a 
variety of projects, including building 
propositions. An important contribution of her 
presence in the office was to raise questions 
about the relationships between artists and 
architects (Milani 2004, p. 285). She worked 
inside the office to create installations to 
provoke and inspire her architectural 
colleagues, as well as contributing ideas to their 
building projects. 
The aluminum dividing walls adjacent the glass projection screen wall in K:\ 012044 (2000), Brisbane City Gallery. The 
walls were built to divide the space into audience and projection areas, and were located to suit the data projection angles 
inside the existing gallery site. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Craig Walsh. 
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The role blurring approach is also evident when architects act like artists and builders in the course of their 
professional work. This is the case in local Brisbane architectural practice m3architecture. Unlike many professional 
architects, m3architecture employees regularly engage in art making and building as well as designing commercial 
buildings “on paper” *. Architect Ashley Paine and architectural student Dirk Yates work as artists and this feeds 
both directly and indirectly into m3architecture’s practice. For example, Ashley’s self portrait informed the façade of 
the Micro / Health Laboratory (2000-2001) for the University of Queensland.  Not all projects are amenable to 
incorporating artistic and building experiments, but m3 engages in different activities to encourage creative ideas 
and practices, including their Friday design talks as well as art making. The practice works within a converted 
Queenslander house, and their backyard acts as a site for building art and experimental prototypes for their 
projects.  Ashley recently created an experimental painting on the garden wall as part of his Masters research 
project.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The work of an architect or artist? Ashley Paine 
engages in both activities. Above is an image of 
his name formed on the floor in his gallery 
installation The Space of People (2004), the 
farm, Brisbane. 
Below: Ashley’s graffiti-inspired painting on the 
garden wall of the m3architecture office is the 
backdrop to office BBQ and lunchtime cricket. 
Source: Above, photo courtesy of Dirk Yates / 
the farm; below, photo courtesy of Ashley Paine 
/ m3architecture. 
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* In his architectural text, Daniel Willis (1999) 
suggests different strategies to inspire 
architects who are constrained by everyday 
commercial practice. One of his strategies – 
Unconventional Practices - refers to 
involvement in projects, like artworks or 
community work, that are unmotivated by 
commercial pressures (Willis 1999, p. 212).  
This is to keep architects “fresh” through 
exploring and testing ideas in new contexts. In 
this view, architectural practice is a “day job” 
supporting an artist’s main creative work. By 
engaging simultaneously in the different 
activities of commercial practice, art and 
experimental building, M3architecture try to blur 
the distinction between commercial and artistic 
aims. They describe their approach as focused 
on ‘collaboration and the creative design 
process’ (m3architecture 2007). 
Practicing architect / artist Ashley’s art practice informs the architectural projects he works on at m3architecture. One 
example is an untitled self portrait (above left) which informed the façade of the Micro / Health Laboratory (2000-2001) for 
the University of Queensland (above right). 
Source: Photos courtesy of Ashley Paine / m3architecture. 
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experimental making 
 
The experimental making method involves a design-through-construction approach to installation works, whereby 
works are continuously modified by their artists and / or audience. When the artist is also the primary builder 
creating and installing an artwork on site, she has opportunities to make design decisions during construction 
activities. The artist can therefore change design direction in response to issues arising on the site. When audience 
is physically involved in changing artworks, they can also be involved in experimental making, extending the design 
process to the artwork experience. Designer Tamara Rasmussen and I used this experimental making approach in 
our collaborative installation Dress / Incubator (Smith and Rasmussen 2001) at the 2001 Royal Australian Institute 
of Architects (RAIA) Architect’s Art exhibition Fill the Void. We wanted to highlight the importance of social issues in 
architectural practice, particularly the relations between architects and clients. Too often, architects are seen as 
domineering forces imposing the ideas on clients – and, conversely, clients take a hostile view of architects, thus 
thwarting potential design collaborations. These negative views of practice can extend inside the architectural office 
when employer-employee relations are hostile rather than convivial. The RAIA exhibition was an opportunity to raise 
our concerns amongst the architectural fraternity, yet outside of the commercial pressures of practice *. We 
developed a way of working together that extended from our friendship rather than commercial pressures or 
standard office practices. We met regularly and informally in my home, discussing and physically making our project 
over meals and coffee. This created an informal, convivial atmosphere in which to make and change design 
decisions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
Images from the Dress / Incubator (2001) installation, a 
collaborative work by Tamara Rasmussen and the 
author. 
Clockwise: initial sketch by the author; initial dress 
experiment, worn by the author; the incubator image on 
the installation invite sent to friends; cakes at the final 
installation. 
Source: Photos by the author and Tamara Rasmussen, 
and digital incubator image by Tamara. 
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* Theories of soft design support an 
experimental, participatory view of the design 
process and materials. Soft design advocates 
C. Thomas Mitchell (1993) and John Thackara 
(1988) saw examples of this approach in 
contemporary arts practice. In these art 
projects, the focus of designing was creating a 
context for interaction. Thackara (1988), for 
example, liked the way the audience could 
participate in video installations (p. 32). Mitchell 
(1993) was interested in Jean-Claude and 
Christos’ large-scale installation projects which 
relied on collaborating with many people in the 
local community, including local authorities and 
councils (p. 100).  
An image of our Dress / Incubator (Smith and Rasmussen 2001) installation in the gallery, beside paintings and sculpture 
by other artists. The installation was part of the then annual Architect’s Art exhibition Fill the Void, RAIA headquarters, 
Brisbane. 
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Our conceptual interest in the social dimensions of practice remained consistent throughout the project. 
Nevertheless, we made significant changes to the physical form of the project during the construction phases prior 
to the gallery installation. Our first idea for the project was to construct a large, padded, inhabitable dress, which 
represented the positive and negative aspects of being females within an often male-dominated industry. We 
wanted to make the dress large enough for the audience to enter and occupy to encourage audience interaction. 
Tamara was a skilled and qualified patternmaker and, with her skills in mind, we made an initial, smaller dress to 
test our idea, which we wore and photographed. However, the project did not progress as we had imagined. Over 
our many cups of coffee, we realized we wanted our project to reflect the nature of informal gathering and 
conviviality that we missed in practice *. Making a large dress was too similar to making a large, finished building 
object rather than a space for interaction and conviviality. We decided to change our approach to capture the 
positive spirit of our project meetings. The final installation was set up like a party in a corner of the exhibition space, 
incorporating temporary materials such as cupcakes, tattoos, party poppers, crystals, rice confetti, astro-turf and a 
projector. Most important was the involvement of the audience in touching and eating the installation components. 
By radically changing the physical form of the artwork during its making, we were better able to incorporate and 
respond to the social and interactive dimensions of the project. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Making an initial dress failed to address the social 
issues associated with architecture during the 
making of Dress / Incubator (2001). 
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author 
from an original photograph by project collaborator 
Tamara Rasmussen. 
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* Other architects have been drawn to the 
active, social dimensions of installation art 
practice. Willis (1999), Jones (1988) and Lerup 
(1977) favor art projects that have a 
performative, interactive aspect to their 
creation. For example, Willis(1999) describes 
Christo’s collaborative, public works as ‘active 
architecture’ (p. 99), in the sense that the 
people who use the works – the audience - are 
involved in their creation.  
 
The Dress / Incubator installation became an interactive event within the gallery space for family, friends and the wider 
gallery audience. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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Although the term “installation” is often used to describe works that are simply placed in a site, several theorists 
argue that installation artworks must respond to a site to be considered examples of the genre; for example, by 
responding to conceptual aspects of a site’s history or location; and by being designed to exist within a specific 
physical location*. The site can be a gallery space, but is often a space outside of a mainstream gallery. There is 
also an expanded understanding of site in contemporary practice. Rather than a geographic location, some artists 
argue that sites can be a concept, or a work may be physically nomadic. In other words, site is not necessarily 
regarded as a fixed physical entity. Site-specificity is clearly a key issue in installation art, regardless of any 
arguments about the definition of site.  
 
home studio 
The first place an installation is located may be its place of manufacture. Even if this site is used as a preliminary 
test, the project design may be modified and designed at this site, and so it is important to the work’s creation. This 
was the case with my Respond (1999) installation, which was designed and built in my home with the help of 
Matthew Dixon: this first installation site is the home studio. Respond was my first foray into installation practice, so 
was primarily about encouraging audience interaction via a blackboard mounted on a gallery wall. With limited 
construction skills, I relied heavily on my partner Matthew Dixon’s cabinetmaking skills to construct the heavy 
blackboard and tower for the Respond installation. In professional practice I did not need construction skills because 
I resolved many project design and construction issues away from the building site. Even when dealing with project 
builders, I often discussed issues over the phone, referring to drawings, specifications and written addendums. The 
Respond project was different. I was living with and through issues of making as our living room became a 
temporary construction studio. Unlike practice, I didn’t need to worry about drawings and specifications as I could 
construct parts of the project myself or ask my partner to help make it. The roles of builder and designer were 
continuously shifted because the site of designing and construction were the same. The Respond project drew my 
attention to the many hierarchical, structured relationships in design practice extending from this design studio-
project site split, including the hierarchies established between architects and builders - where the former adopt a 
primary, coordinating design role and the latter have only technical input into the construction phase. However, the 
genre of installation art does not necessarily adopt a different production approach to conventional architectural 
practice unless the artist is also the maker, or collaborates with a manufacturer. The discussion of site in installation 
projects frequently and erroneously excludes the place in which its physical elements are manufactured (if this 
happens away from the final project site). In this sense, art practice may parallel architectural practice, whereby 
designers develop ideas remote from project locations. 
An image of Matthew Dixon making at the author’s 
home, which acted as a home studio for building 
and testing projects, including the Respond (1999) 
installation. 
 
 
sites 
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* The definition of site in installation practice is 
open-ended, although all theorists agree that it is 
important. Julie Reiss (1999) and Erika Suderburg 
(2000) argue that site-specificity is a crucial issue 
in the evolution of installation art genre. Their 
arguments are reinforced by de Oliveira et al’s 
(1998) identification of “site” as a key 
characteristic of installation (p. 33). Miwon Kwon 
(2002) argues that the notion of site in many 
contemporary art practices refers to a range of 
concerns beyond physical location. This 
expanded sense of site enables artists to deal 
with a range of issues related to site and identity 
but not necessarily fixed in one place. Kwon’s 
sentiments are echoed by Nick Kaye (2000), who 
argues that some artists consider site as ‘a 
particular kind of encounter’ (p. 93) rather than a 
fixed, specific terrain. This latter sentiment implies 
that site involves a way of thinking through and 
experiencing a site, rather than thinking of a site 
as a fixed, physical form.  
The author’s Respond (1999) installation consisted primarily of a blackboard inset with backlit text encouraging the gallery 
audience to ‘respond’. It was part of the 1999 Brisbane Architect’s Art exhibition Fill the Void at the RAIA headquarters.  
Source: Photo courtesy of Ashley Paine. 
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gallery site 
 
The final Respond installation was placed in the second site identified in this research - the gallery site – which in 
this case was a temporary space set aside within the RAIA headquarters for the exhibition duration. The gallery is a 
traditional arena for displaying and containing artworks such as painting and sculpture, although site specific 
installations are becoming increasingly common in contemporary galleries and art museums. When installation 
artists such as Allan Kaprow began making installations in the late 1960s, they shunned gallery spaces as 
exclusive, commercial sites. They wanted their work to reach ordinary people in everyday, often disused places like 
shop fronts or alleyways. Spaces outside of gallery locations are now acceptable sites for practice, and are not 
immune to direct or indirect commercial pressures *. Regardless of these commercial, political and ethical issues, 
the temporary indoor gallery site at the RAIA provided a good testing ground for initial experiments in the techniques 
of installation. Respond was novel in the RAIA as all the adjacent works in the exhibition were non-interactive, such 
as paintings or sculptures. Nevertheless, gallery sites do affect the way in which people interact with art, particularly 
its capacity to be modified by the audience. When making a second gallery installation, Boundary (2000-2001), I 
was surprised to see an implicit resistance to the ephemeral, interactive nature of the work in an art museum 
context. There were three major impediments that arose during the construction and exhibition phases. First, the 
artist is not allowed to physically participate in the work’s installation, and therefore has to rely on a museum 
employee. The staff requested a scaled plan diagram to assist the physical installation, which conflicted with my 
design approach thus far. I had been resistant to these kinds of drawings (typically used in design practice) that 
control and predict the design “outcome”, preferring instead a design-by-construction approach. Second, the work 
was allocated four hours for installation.  This timeframe caused difficulties when I wanted to change and rearrange 
elements to suit the site. The final problem emerged after the opening, when I wanted to alter the work as a 
response to the audience interaction. I had covered some of the foam boxes with plywood, which I realized made 
them too heavy to be moved by the audience members, and so I wanted to change the box coverings. The museum 
informed me that this was not possible because of a policy preventing the work from being “removed’ during the 
exhibition. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The gallery context strongly influences the degree 
to which aspects of a work can evolve on site, as 
discovered during the author’s installation 
Boundary (2000-2001). 
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* Julies Reiss (1999) points out that non-gallery 
installation art is also subject to the forces of 
capitalism like its gallery counterparts. Many 
artists originally thought that because installations 
occupied entire spaces, they would not be easily 
purchased and therefore consumed. Now 
installation practice is more common. Many large 
institutions have purchased entire installations as 
part of their collections (Reiss 1999, p. 156). Even 
when work that is hard to remove and purchase, 
such as in-situ street art and graffiti, it can be 
associated with commercial gain. Projects can be 
photographed and disseminated in publications; 
artists can be paid a fee to create installations 
inside any environment. The city of Melbourne 
promotes its graffiti-lined alleyways as tourist 
attractions, thus encouraging people to holiday 
and shop in nearby retail precincts. Although the 
Melbourne City Council has a zero-tolerance 
approach to unapproved graffiti, it still provided 
financial assistance to select artists through its 
Public Art Program and Melbourne's Laneway 
Commissions (Donovan 2004). Having said this, 
graffiti artists initiating and funding their own art 
have some freedom from commercial pressures, 
in terms of a ‘critical distance’ (Miles 2000, p. 189) 
from institutional authorities. 
 
The ephemeral aspects of art projects are often thwarted by a view that art is a fixed “product” to be “consumed”. Due to 
time and policy limitations, I was not allowed to participate in the physical erection of my Boundary (2000-2001) installation 
at the QUT Art Museum. This affected the capacity of the work to evolve on site. The above drawing was made to assist 
staff during the installation’s erection.  
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There were barriers to audience interaction in all the gallery sites I worked in, extending from in-house policies and 
curator interpretations of policies. This was a problem for the Dress / Incubator project, even in a temporary gallery 
space located within the RAIA headquarters. We were pressured by the organizing committee to complete our work 
a day prior to the exhibition, so that it could be assessed alongside the other works for a prize. This was impossible. 
Our Dress / Incubator (2001) installation had many components including the edible cupcakes that could not be 
installed until the evening of the exhibition. Furthermore, the work was incomplete without the exhibition audience. 
In many gallery scenarios, there is a sense that artworks are finished, static entities, rather than evolving, becoming 
and indeterminable material creations *.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Dress / Incubator (2001) project celebrated 
the ephemeral aspects of spaces. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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* I use the term becoming to refer to the 
changing nature of things and environments. 
Becoming is a term used by philosopher 
Elizabeth Grosz (2001, p. 113). Theories of 
becoming refer to the continuously evolving 
nature of life and its future possibilities. A virtual 
space of becoming is not necessarily a 
representation of a future, real space, but is 
rather one that engages the changing nature of 
its inhabitation. The concept is often associated 
with digital technologies which allow designers 
to explore the changing nature of space in 
virtual forms (Mitchell 1995; Collins 1995; Boyer 
1996; Echevarria 1996). However, it would be 
limiting to associate becoming with digital 
spaces alone.  
Making and discarding an initial dress experiment during the Dress / Incubator project reinforced the temporary nature of 
space. 
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author from an original photo by Tamara Rasmussen. 
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street festival site 
 
The street festival site was the third site used in this study to explore audience interaction. In a gallery site, the work 
is only experienced by the local, visiting public who choose to visit an art context. I thought by working in an 
outdoor, urban environment I could test my ideas with a broader public. This led to the Behind the Boundary (2000) 
installation at the one-day West End Street Festival. Parts of Boundary St and Vulture St in West End were closed 
for the festival with temporary fencing. At these points an entry fee was charged to cover operating costs, further 
demarcating the site. The festival site was filled by street stalls and performance events, and my mobile boxes were 
used as propos for several impromptu street performances. The street festival is arguably similar to the gallery in 
that it is a special, temporary space, albeit in an everyday location *. However, the street festival is different to the 
gallery because it involves a range of people and retailers from a wider community, instead of an art audience 
alone. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Part of the author’s Behind the Boundary (2000) 
installation - a large box - was used as a 
projection screen by another performer. 
Source: Video still Courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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* The museum, the gallery and the street 
festival are similar if thought of as heterotopias. 
Heterotopias are spaces that refer to, but differ 
from, everyday sites (Foucault 1998, p. 178). 
The concept was developed by Michel 
Foucault. A good example of a heterotopia is a 
cinema because it refers to a variety of external 
spaces in films, but the cinema space itself is 
very different from those locations it references 
(Foucault 1998, p. 181). Foucault also refers to 
festivals as heterotopias as they temporarily 
change the sites in which they are located. Art 
galleries and museums are similar in that they 
refer to other spaces and events via the content 
of the artwork. This could be seen in my 
Boundary (2000-2001) installation in the QUT 
Art Museum, which contained video footage of 
the Boundary street festival: a very different 
context. The festival and gallery are different in 
terms of their affect on time. An affect Foucault 
calls ‘temporal discontinuities’ (p. 182). While 
the museum aims to freeze time, festivals are 
completely transitory even if they occur on an 
annual basis. An artwork that is ephemeral in 
its conception, use and materials will create 
tensions in a museum that, by its nature, stops 
time.  
The gallery site is a “heterotopia”: a space that refers to other spaces, yet is also different from those spaces. An image 
of the author’s Behind the Boundary (2000) installation projected inside the subsequent installation, Boundary (2000-
2001), in the QUT Art Museum. 
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The specific location of the work within the West End festival site played a significant role in its reception. The 
installation was allocated a site adjacent some food stalls on the corner of Vulture and Boundary Streets, although 
because the work was made of mobile box elements, the work was also dispersed throughout the entire festival. 
Opportunities for audience activation were improved by the work’s mobility, as street performers and audience could 
easily shift and use the lightweight boxes. Many people moved the smaller boxes to create seating areas while they 
ate stall food from adjacent stalls. The location of the boxes at the juncture of two important streets also affected 
how the work was used *. The large polystyrene box acted as a way finding device, providing a meeting point for 
patrons in the crowded street environment. Finally, the West End locale was also a predictor of people’s willingness 
to engage with the work. The West End community is generally regarded as multi-cultural and open-minded. The 
festival was financially supported by the politically and community-minded Brian Laver, then owner of Emma’s 
bookstore.  
 
When working in the festival site, it was surprising to encounter similar legislative issues to architectural practice 
with curtailed audience interaction. As with architectural practice, artists working in public spaces need to have 
public liability insurance. Although I had insurance cover as a university postgraduate researcher, I was constantly 
concerned about the safety of the audience when using the boxes. I had difficulty documenting the work because I 
spent the festival duration watching for problems. A small child slipped while playing with the boxes at the festival. 
The accident was minor and, fortunately, not caused by the work. The boxes were lightweight to minimise their 
potential to injure the audience and improve their mobility – and therefore interactive potential. However, one of the 
larger, taller polystyrene boxes was nearly blown over in the wind and had to be subsequently placed on its side. 
Within our litigious society, audience interaction increases risks and, therefore, artist liability. This may cause some 
artists to curtail the materials, sites and methods they use for their work. Some artists will always push the 
boundaries of audience interaction. At the end of the West End Street festival, Michelle, a stilt-walking street 
performer, encouraged children to destroy polystyrene boxes with her broom – much to the audience’s delight. This 
helped Behind the Boundary become a truly interactive, temporary work. 
 
 
 
 
 
Two video stills showing the dangers of audience 
interaction, with a small child balancing precariously 
on the boxes. The work required constant monitoring 
by the author or friends. 
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* Many of the photographs of the work 
include digital stills taken from a video 
recording by Matthew Dixon. This provides a 
different perspective on the work. I was 
generally too preoccupied with safety issues 
to film it myself. 
 
An arrangement of boxes set up by friends, and used as seating by passers-by. When placed together in this order, the 
boxes on the left of the image spelt the word “boundary”.  
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Another case in point was the NOT FOR SALE (Smith et al 2004) collaborative art proposal in which I was a 
participant. Responding to a competition brief for artist / architect collaborations in inner city Brisbane, our proposal 
was for a series of installations in inner residential streets. Our group met regularly at my West End home, at a time 
when local real-estate values were soaring and changing people’s views of West End. We decided to use these 
issues as a project theme, adapting the format of real-estate signage by replacing the marketing text with 
provocative slogans such as “How much is a home worth?” Our proposal involved several mock for-sale signs 
outside properties of willing local participants, who we would work with to develop the slogan. Although our proposal 
was selected for the exhibition, we declined to enter the competition based on onerous insurance fees and litigious 
issues that seemed at odds with our anti-consumerist stance.  
 
Artists working in public sites will no doubt face increasing pressures similar to those encountered by professional 
architects. By having clear, legally binding frameworks in which artists must operate, the gallery context may appear 
to “protect” artists form these increasing pressures, thus allowing them to concentrate on artistic aims and the 
physical artwork. If audience interaction is a key artistic goal, artists may seek alternative sites outside of galley 
controls. Artists working as independent contractors in public locations such as festivals face increasing pressure to 
control and limit risk, and therefore the spontaneity of their interactive works suffers. There are mitigating factors 
which may allow installation practice to retain its experimental dimensions. As a genre, site-specific installation art is 
not yet defined by legislation or professionally accepted regulations governing its production methods. When artists 
initiate projects, they can also choose sites that may be less affected by issues such as insurance and public 
liability. This is not the case for registered architects who are always legally bound by their conduct in all situations - 
by legislation such as the Architect’s Act 2002, and the statutory authority established by this act, The Board of 
Architects of Queensland.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Our successful Not For Sale (2004) competition 
entry involved onerous insurance costs. 
Source: Digital images courtesy of Chris Brisbin, 
proposal by Chris Brisbin, Dianne D’Alpoim 
Guedes, Matthew Dixon, Ashley Paine and the 
author. 
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The Not For Sale (2004) public art proposal.  
Source: Digital images courtesy of Chris Brisbin. 
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Materials are a crucial, if under-acknowledged, aspect of audience participation *. Site-specific installation artists 
make their works interactive by making part of or all of the works out of materials that can be altered by people who 
may not be professionally trained in construction skills. Artists often use domestically common products such as 
those found at local hardware shops. The audience familiarity with these materials increases the likelihood that 
people will notice, touch and change the art, thus making the work “complete”. The materials are also easily 
manipulated by the artists themselves. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
materials 
Site-specific artists often use light, ephemeral 
materials that are easy to rearrange. 
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* There are many texts about the genre of site-
specific installation that describe its 
characteristics, yet other than particular case 
studies, there is little information on the role of 
materials in the installation genre. For example, 
Robert Haywood (1999) argues that artist Allan 
Kaprow’s use of non-precious materials 
encourages audience interaction (pp. 38-39). I 
have otherwise read little or no explicit 
connection between audience participation and 
material types and specifications. 
 
Everyday utensils such as pens and pencils are familiar and child-friendly in site-specific installations. 
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the artist, based on the author’s photo of Nusra Leif Qureshi’s Enchanted Spaces 
(2006-2007), Gallery of Modern Art. 
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DIY hardware 
 
The first category of materials used in site-specific art is DIY hardware, referring to off-the-shelf products used to 
facilitate audience interaction. One example of this was Ashley Paine’s installation The Space of People (2004) at 
the farm gallery. This work consisted of a number of interventions in a gallery space made of products from DIY 
retailer Bunnings. The “art” consisted of everyday items including power points and architraves, and the physical 
traces of the audience’s presence in the gallery. He shaped a light power cord to form his artist’s signature, and built 
a new cornice to frame an existing electrical conduit. He also installed a shelf which he hoped the audience might 
use. At the opening night, children, adults and food mixed in the space, walking over the artist’s interventions such 
as the power cord. Discarded wine cups on the shelf remained as part of the installation until it closed. Many 
exhibition openings create accidental traces of the audience’s presence. Ashley incorporated these traces into the 
artwork. Some of the elements in the installation literally framed the “everyday”, such as trims around exiting light 
switches and paintings replicating the shape of concealed windows. In these latter examples, DIY materials are 
subtle and used to draw the audience’s attention to building elements, rather than to facilitate physical interaction 
per se*.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In The Space of People (2004), artist Ashley 
Paine used accessible hardware materials like 
timber cornices available from the local hardware 
store.  
Source: Photo courtesy of Dirk Yates / the farm. 
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Discarded cups and cans from the gallery opening were left on a custom-designed shelf to become part of the 
artwork, in Ashley Paine’s The Space of People (2004), the farm, Brisbane. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Brant Harris. 
 
 
* In the mid twentieth century, and in response 
to social movements in America and Europe, 
many artists raised questions about the 
relationships between art works, sites and the 
audience. A concern to make socially-
orientated, accessible art was initially reflected 
in artworks made of everyday materials and 
located in non-gallery sites (Reiss 1999, p. 15). 
Some theorists are now critical of the efficacy of 
these “everyday” sites and materials due to 
their mainstream acceptance and associated 
commoditization (Kwon 2002, p. 53; Reiss 
1999, pp. 156-157).  A conceptual interest in 
the everyday and space is supported by the 
writings of Henri Lefebvre, and in more recent 
times, Michel de Certeau (1984). In the 
publication Architecture of the Everyday (Harris 
and Berke 1997), architectural theorists argue 
for projects and practices evoking everyday 
concerns.  
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Standard materials were also evident in another Brisbane exhibition, the Kids APT (2006-2007) at the Gallery of 
Modern Art. The everyday, familiar materials used in the installations – building blocks, foam dolls, pens and paper, 
computers - invited touch and appropriation because they had been taken from everyday life. Installations like Run, 
run, run were set up like classrooms and playgroups, rather than a conventional pictorial gallery. The gallery 
inhabitants, the children and their adult supervisors, made decisions about how parts of the spaces were arranged 
and made, therefore contributing to their aesthetic qualities. In many artworks, the children made only minimal 
changes to the physical spaces. For example, in Classroom Upside Down (2006-2007) they took their drawings with 
them. In Kwon Ki Soo’s Run, run, run, foam dolls were temporarily displayed in the centre of a table. Nevertheless, 
both the artists and audience acted as designers by creating works from materials otherwise destined for very 
different artistic contexts. There is a significant difference between placing everyday objects such as readymades in 
an art context, using everyday materials to create a design, and deploying everyday materials as a method of 
audience interaction *.  
 
The degree to which ordinary materials invite audience interaction depends on the context in which they are sited, 
as much as the materials themselves. For example, one audience member commented that the blackboard 
component of Respond (1999) looked too pristine to touch or write on – particularly when adjacent to abstract 
paintings. By the time the blackboard was recycled in the Boundary (2000-2001) installation, it was covered in 
layers of chalk and writing that showed the audience was no longer fearful of the blackboard surface. The soft, 
inviting fabric covering the polystyrene boxes in the Behind the Boundary (2000) installation also made these 
elements more successful than when they were subsequently placed in the art museum and covered in plywood. 
Another problem of using familiar materials relates to “wear and tear”, as seen during the Kids APT (2006-2007); 
the domestic futons used in Ozawa’s Everyone Likes Someone as You Like Someone had to be replaced during the 
exhibition.  
 
 
 
 
 
Repair work to Tuyoshi Ozawa’s Everyone Likes 
Someone as You Like Someone (2006-2007), during 
the Kid’s APT at the Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane.  
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* Some artists use everyday materials to refer 
to everyday themes rather than specifically 
encouraging audience interaction. Allan Wexler 
makes installations from standardized 
elements, materials and off-the-shelf products 
such as garden sheds, and has therefore been 
associated with everyday materials and the do-
it-yourself movement (Schultz 1998, p. 6). He 
often develops projects through a design-by-
making approach. Other than manipulating 
some moveable elements, Wexler’s projects 
are arguably physically finished when 
experienced by the audience. This is different 
to other installations, where it is not only the 
artist but the audience who can physically 
manipulate the works once installed on site. 
This reinforces that there are significant 
differences in the basic philosophical thinking 
underpinning installation practices. 
School children using the blackboard in the author’s Boundary (2000-2001) installation created a hive of activity in the gallery. 
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blackboard  
 
 
The next material approach used to encourage audience interaction was to incorporate people’s written 
commentary into a physical installation via a blackboard within the gallery. I used this material on two installations: 
my first installation, Respond (1999), part of the Architects Art exhibition at the Brisbane branch of the Royal 
Australian Institute of Architects; and a subsequent installation, Boundary (2000-2001) at the QUT Art Museum. 
Although the exhibition was open to the public, the audience for the first Respond installation was primarily 
professional architects, architectural students and their associates with a strong interest in architecture. The 
research focus was on the level of audience participation, rather than specific comments written on the blackboard. 
The work itself was an exercise in encouraging people to contribute to its content and physical appearance. Several 
of my own text prompts and comments from QUT architectural staff were incorporated into an adjacent box tower 
assemblage, and within a backlit panel set into the blackboard itself. The audience could then add further comments 
by writing on the board with chalk. This material approach limited people’s participation to written media within the 
rigid frame of the blackboard. While the text prompts and questions were elusive and open-ended, it made the text 
potentially confusing and misleading. The audience was initially unsure about marking the pristine blackboard 
surface, and there was no didactic board explaining the work: I had to encourage friends to start writing and 
sketching before the wider audience began to make comments. Nevertheless, there were some surprising results. A 
fellow doctoral student and lecturer, Phillip Crowther, responded to my emails in a series of temporary constructions 
in our university building. His response to his frustrations with architectural practice was to build and make art. I 
discovered a more unusual, public response to the work several years later. In 2003, I found a greeting card made 
with an image of my installation from the exhibition catalogue in the West End shop Gooble Warming. Ironically, my 
frustrations with commercial architectural practice ended up in a commoditized form, albeit created by a small, local 
entrepreneur. This experience reinforces that artworks and buildings are usually transformed over time in ways that 
cannot be controlled or imagined by their designers, even if this transformation happens through the medium of a 
work’s documentation. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
Images from the author’s Respond (1999) installation. 
Clockwise: audience member writing on blackboard; 
the installation within the exhibition context; a 
handmade card by an unknown artist sold at the 
Gooble Warming shop and incorporating an image of 
Respond; Phillip Crowther responding to the project 
with his telephone book assemblage in D block, QUT;  
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The audience writing on the blackboard component of the author’s Respond (1999) installation, part of Fill The Void: 
Architect’s Art exhibition, Brisbane branch of the Royal Australian Institute of Architects (RAIA). 
 
 
An detail of the abstract, backlit text set into the 
blackboard. 
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building blocks 
 
The next material category for encouraging audience interaction relates to the small, mobile boxes in the Behind the 
Boundary (and subsequent) Boundary installations; a material approach involving building blocks. This involved 
moveable components within an artwork that can be altered, such as children’s building or lego block toys. In 
Behind the Boundary, the street festival public also engaged positively with the boxes, in the sense they used the 
boxes in ways that had not been imagined prior to the event. At the beginning of the event, I asked several friends 
to carry the boxes around at the start of the festival. Other festival artists, and the general audience in the crowded 
street context, were then uninhibited. Some festival artists used the boxes to initiate games with children, while 
others used them to define an impromptu dance performance space. At night, the larger box became a projection 
screen for another local artist. The general public used the boxes in a multitude of ways; as impromptu children’s 
play spaces, as seats and tables for food stalls, and as a meeting place for patrons. The boxes became physical 
prompts or frames to encourage different forms of interaction.  
 
Based on their success at the festival, I recycled these foam boxes in a subsequent, related gallery installation at 
the QUT Art Museum titled Boundary (2000-2001). The pink netting fabric on the boxes was slightly damaged from 
being dragged about the street, so I decided to cover the box sides with plywood veneer. The fabric was still visible 
at the plywood edges as a remnant of their previous material life. I also incorporated other elements to encourage 
audience interaction, including a backlit blackboard, slide and video projection of the festival installation, play dough, 
and a beanbag. The audience could interact in a range of ways such as touching and changing elements like the 
play dough, or moving across and through the work. The slides included images of the street festival audience 
moving the boxes and I hoped this would encourage the gallery audience to follow their lead. In Boundary 
installation, the idea of “boundary” evoked the passive, removed conception of the audience within much art 
practice *. Boundary acted as a stark contrast to an adjacent exhibition in the gallery, Historic Australian Quilts 
(2000-2001). Although both works dealt with everyday issues, one could be touched and changed by everyday 
audience visitors, and the other was strictly off limits.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Above: Invite to Boundary (2000-2001) installation. 
Below:  The audience changing play dough elements 
of the work at the Boundary exhibition opening.  
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* Art forms such as painting and sculpture 
were traditionally conceived as independent 
objects with embedded meaning and content 
(Bearn 1997). In contrast, installation artists 
believe that meaning does not reside in the 
artwork; rather, the artistic experience arises in 
the interaction between people and the art 
space (Paparo 1998; de Olivira et al 1998; 
Reiss 1999) Artists accept that, although they 
might encourage audience interaction, the 
form of this interaction and interpretation is not 
entirely determinable, thus encouraging the 
audience to determine to ‘create’ their own art 
experiences (Mitchell 1993, p. 87; Hill 1998b, 
pp. 146-147). 
 
The mobile boxes and beanbag adjacent the blackboard in the author’s Boundary (2000-2001) installation, at the QUT 
Art Museum. The beanbag acted as a screen for slide images from the festival installation, projected from an overhead 
slide projector. 
 
         
                                                                   installations                      124 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
An educational officer at the Museum used the work as an instructional device for visiting schoolchildren. This was a 
good way to test the building block material approach, as children are often less inhibited and more spontaneous 
than adults. The children spent most of their time writing on the blackboard, which became smeared with layers of 
chalk, images and words. In terms of impromptu use, the boxes were less successful than they were at the street 
festival because they were not moved around the gallery in spontaneous ways. This may have been for a variety of 
reasons; because of the inhibitory gallery contexts; the watchful eyes of gallery attendants; the heavier plywood 
material covering the boxes; or a combination of these factors. The educational officer responded by creating an 
activity that encouraged the children to move the boxes. She asked them to place the boxes adjacent other similar 
gallery artworks. One group transformed a box into a “bath stool” for a lady in a painting who reminded them of a 
robed lady stepping out of a bath. Another group placed their box next to a painting by war artist George Gittoes. 
They thought the image was angry, like the boxes with the squashed pink fabric seeping out at the edges. This 
latter interaction stemmed from a negative impression of the boxes’ materials. This reinforced that the building block 
materials are very dependent on the formality of the contexts in which the elements are placed, and the social and 
cultural factors affecting the audience groups.  
 
Working with the mobile boxes led to the work of architect Herman Hertzberger. Artists and architects including 
Hertzberger think that spaces are better if they can be easily appropriated and used in ways that differ from their 
original function or intent *. Hertzberger often designed modularized elements, surfaces and plinths that could be 
rearranged or used by building inhabitants in open-ended ways and he called these elements polyvalent.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Images from the context of the author’s Boundary  
(2000-2001) project.  
Above: Detail of the text inset into the Boundary 
blackboard. 
Below: An uninhabited view of the installation. 
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* Architect Herman Hertzberger’s practice 
emerged from the democratic thinking permeating 
the late 1960s: a climate fertile for participatory 
views of art and architecture. Hertzberger also 
wanted to make his buildings more interactive and 
therefore meaningful to people, particularly 
schools, institutional buildings and multi-
residential projects. In his school projects, he 
created polyvalent building elements such as 
benches, wide stairs and boxes that were 
imaginatively used by students (Hertzberger 1971; 
Hertzberger 1991, pp. 151-155). Hertzberger’s 
projects resonated with the work of other 
architects and activists at the time, who felt that 
designing and building according to preconceived 
plans thwarted the building occupants’ capacity to 
change space according to their needs and 
desires (Hughes 2000, p. viii). Some theorists 
advocated self-build housing, do-it-yourself 
building and squatting rather than conventional 
architectural design, to encourage occupants to 
control their own environments (Franks 2000). 
 
The mobile boxes adjacent the blackboard in the author’s Boundary (2000-2001) installation, at the exhibition opening, 
QUT Art Museum, Brisbane.  
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ingestibles 
 
 
In the Dress / Incubator (2001) installation, Tamara and I used three material approaches to encourage audience 
interaction. The first materials were ingestibles: art made of materials that can literally be eaten by the audience *. 
Tamara and I felt that some materials were more inviting to the audience than hard, static architectural structure. 
We also felt that elements encouraging direct bodily contact reinforced social issues of place, an important 
dimension of architectural practice. Instead of working with conventional architectural materials, we made several 
batches of cakes to be consumed, and thus, bodily ingested by the audience. Tamara iced each cake with a word 
relating to socially orientated, feminine references such as “mum” and “love”. The cakes not only encouraged the 
audience to interact with the work, but rather provided necessary sustenance. The exhibition opening did not 
provide any food to the audience, who also had to pay for drinks at the bar.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Food as interactive art.  
Source: Digital image courtesy of Tamara 
Rasmussen. 
 
 
         
                                                                   installations                      127 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Food has been associated with art for a variety 
of reasons, ranging from often superficial 
analogies made between art making and cooking, 
to installations that incorporate edible 
components. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1999) 
describes the latter approach as ‘Food as a 
Performance Medium’, seen in the work by artist 
Rirkrit Tiravanija. He has created installations as 
spaces in which the audience can eat a meal he 
has cooked, such as Untitled 1992(Free) in the 
David Zwirner Gallery in New York. His work has 
also been described as social art because of his 
concern with social issues. As his artworks involve 
food and environments, Tiravanija’s work reveals 
the connection between art and the social 
dimensions of buildings (Wikipedia Encyclopedia 
2007b). 
The cakes, made and iced by Tamara Rasmussen, were happily devoured by the gallery audience in Dress / 
Incubator (2001), a collaborative between Tamara Rasmussen and the author. 
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tattooing 
 
A related material approach to ingestibles is tattooing, which we also used in the Dress / Incubator installation. 
Tattooing involves audience bodily engagement *. Tamara created the temporary tattoo template on a home printer 
by adapting an image from an old publication called Polly Pennants Helpful Hints for Housewives. This guide 
focused on manners and social issues, and Polly’s facial image became a way of disseminating our interest in the 
social issues of practice. We used her image in other elements of the installation, including a digital projection and 
invitations to the exhibitions sent to friends.  
 
At the exhibition opening, we offered and applied the temporary tattoos to the arms of willing audience participants. 
This bodily marking helped physically disperse Polly’s message throughout the exhibition space, and beyond when 
the audience went home. Tattooing has been used by other artists including the Australian artist eX de Medici in the 
installation Tattoo Shop (2006-2007) at the Kids’ APT, part of the 5th APT in Brisbane. In this work, the audience 
selected from four tattoos which were placed on the body by a gallery attendant.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Above: Detail of an audience member’s tattooed arm 
holding a cake during Dress / Incubator (2001). 
Below: eX de Medici’s installation Tattoo Shop (2006-
2007), Gallery of Modern art, Brisbane. 
Source: Above, detail from a photo courtesy of Matthew 
Dixon; Below, photo by the author. 
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* Elaine Scarry (1985) argues that making is an 
essential aspect of human bodily existence. In 
Scarry’s view, making is not just a technical 
exercise, but rather essential to humanity. This is 
because the products of making can express 
inner states like pain that are otherwise 
impossible to communicate. While making 
involves expressing and overcoming human 
problems, and thus constructing our worlds, 
unmaking is associated with producing pain and 
deconstructing the world (p. 161). Scarry refers to 
the example of a woman making a coat to barter 
for other needs (p. 317). Unmaking is seen in 
destructive activities involving weapons of war 
and human torture (p. 61).  
 
A sheet of temporary tattoos applied to a willing audience during Dress / Incubator (2001), a collaborative 
between Tamara Rasmussen and the author. The repeated images were Polly Pennant face. Polly was the 
installation “mascot” borrowed from the publication Polly Pennants Helpful Hints for Housewives. 
Source: Digital image courtesy of Tamara Rasmussen. 
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space projections 
 
The third category of materials used to encourage interaction in Dress / Incubator was space projections, whereby 
images were projected within an installation and fell on the audience’s bodies. This was an accidental technique 
discovered during this and the Boundary installations, due to limited space and time available to calculate digital 
projection angles. Although there were projection screens in both spaces, the projections were components of a 
larger space that the audience could move through and within. In doing this, they would cross over the projection 
area. In the preceding Boundary (2000-2001) installation, visiting schoolchildren ran in front of the projector screen 
so as to capture the video footage on their clothing. This also happened during the Dress / Incubator project. Due to 
the data projection angle, people moved in front of the projection while eating cakes around the table. The effect of 
image, light and shadow on people’s bodies was accentuated by crystals we hung over the table. This was a 
successful technique because people became involved in the art even only in a subconscious way. The projections 
were a power point projection containing images and our text about professional manners and conduct, including: 
Handy Hint Number Four:  To prevent the animosity of builders, respect their insight and experience; Handy Hint 
Number Six: Bring sensitivity and compassion to client meetings; Handy Hint Number Eight: Remember that other 
people must inhabit architectural space. 
 
For most people in Western societies, the term “architecture” is associated with buildings, particularly buildings 
constructed of physically hard, heavy, permanent structural materials. Others take a different view, associating 
architecture with processes and experiences of space. Using this latter understanding of architecture, as spatial 
interrelations and inhabitations, we can also rethink the kinds of materials that constitute architecture *. The spaces 
of architecture can be defined using a variety of materials not normally associated with architecture, and not 
normally considered building materials per se – fabric, video projections, tattoos. It is important to raise questions 
about architectural materials, particularly when different materials help us better satisfy social and temporal 
requirements. Physically soft, ephemeral, everyday materials allow projects to be flexible and responsive because 
the form of projects can easily evolve to accommodate other issues such as people and budgets. We frequently 
forget that materials are inseparable from the techniques and labor available to artists and designers. 
 
 
 
 
 
Children enjoying the space projections during 
the author’s installation Boundary (2000-2001), 
QUT Art Museum, Brisbane.  
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* Some theorists challenge the assumption 
that architecture is only constituted by hard, 
static building materials. In 1851, 
architectural theorist Gottfried Semper 
differentiated between four materials of 
architectural production including textiles, 
ceramics, tectonics / carpentry, and 
stereotomy / masonry (Frampton 2001, p. 5; 
Deamer 2000, p. 109). He argued that 
textiles were ‘the primary “technical art” in 
the making of architecture’ (Deamer 2000, p. 
109), first seen in fabric wall hangings 
originally used to divide internal space. A 
similar view regarding the material 
constitution of architecture appears in the 
writings of archaeologist Lesley McFadyen 
(2002). McFadyen refers to the eating 
implements, human hair and animal bones 
incorporated into neolith long cairn structures 
in the United Kingdom, a practical example 
of the relation between bodily materials and 
environmental creation (p. 4).  
Projections on the bodies of the audience during Dress / Incubator (2001), a collaborative between Tamara 
Rasmussen and the author.  
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This chapter began with questions relating to the ideas and methods associated with site-specific installation, and 
how these approaches may help us understand the architectural design process. The focus was on how installation 
artists encouraged audience interaction when making site-specific works. Below are responses to the three initial 
“trigger” questions at the start of the research: 
 
• How do theories highlighting the interrelationship between people and space illuminate installation 
practice? 
Theories of betweeness, activation, strategies and tactics, spectacular everyday and soft architectures help us 
understand the advantages and limitations of site-specific installation. Betweeness emphasizes the blurring 
between the different influences creating a work, including the artist, audience and the physical space. This 
blurring happens when artists set up project conditions that enable them to develop artworks on site in 
response to site conditions and audience feedback: changing direction from initial design strategies. Artists also 
use everyday materials to make artworks more familiar to the audience, in the hope that the audience will 
change and therefore participate in a work’s creation, in the process, becoming more aware of the 
environments around them.  However, artworks are created by other influences beyond the artist, materials and 
audience – such as museum policies, insurance provisions and limited exhibition timeframes. These influences 
can be positive if harnessed by artists while making works, but they may also limit the degree to which a work 
evolves over time through the blurring of designing, making and use: a thwarting of betweeness similar to my 
concerns for architectural practice.  
 
• What is the nature of the design process when working in installation art, and how might it differ from the 
methods of professional architectural and design practice? 
By involving the audience in physically changing their artworks, installation artists blur the activities of designing 
and constructing. These activities are often treated as separate phases in mainstream design. The degree of 
audience participation varies between projects and artists, but often involves a range of participants, including; 
community participants; other disciplines, such as professional architects or builders; and the public 
experiencing the work once it has opened in site. 
 
 
 
summary 
The author’s initial, loose sketches for Behind the 
Boundary (2000), West End Street Festival, 
Brisbane. Although I had initially envisioned 
interactive, mobile boxes, the actual built project 
was designed in response to community feedback 
and materials sourced during the construction 
phase. 
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• Installation artists place emphasis on the audience and the site when creating forms, but what techniques 
do they use to foster this focus? 
Certain soft materials and polyvalent forms encourage audience interaction in site-specific installation, but there 
is no set recipe. Each site and audience is different from other projects, and the project site itself also changes 
over time. By working in certain sites, artists face challenges for audience interaction, particularly in restrictive 
gallery settings with policies that constrain changing artworks in-situ. However, the inclusion of artworks in 
these settings can also raise audience awareness of the behavioral norms associated with galleries, particularly 
the preciousness, and therefore untouchable nature, of art objects. Young audiences are a good way to 
challenges these behavioral norms as they are usually less inhibited than adults. Artists often set up activities 
for children and toy-like materials to encourage adults and children alike to physically touch works. 
 
The following chapter focuses on an ongoing collaborative building: the alteration and maintenance of the Brisbane 
residence, Avebury St, my family home. This project provided many opportunities similar to installation practice. It 
involved temporary, experimental installations of furniture and objects as my partner, friends and I explored different 
ways of inhabiting the space. Architects often use their houses to develop their own practices, and our home 
provided similar opportunities. However, my cabinetmaking partner and I have taken a different approach to our 
experiences within mainstream professional design and construction. This was for two reasons. Our termite-
damaged and ill-maintained house and garden required extensive repair, yet we had no budget to engage a builder 
to do the work. We therefore had to repair the building ourselves on a part-time basis: at best, we could enlist the 
help of cabinetmaking and design friends. Even though Matthew was a qualified cabinetmaker and had studied 
design at university, he had no experience in working with demolition, and cladding and landscape repair. As we 
could not anticipate either how much time the project would take, or the materials available in advance, our project 
had a long, unpredictable timeframe whilst we lived in the house. Second, because of our limited budget and skills, 
we had to restrict our work to minor alterations, decoration and repair work, including; removing termite-eaten wall 
linings and rotten interior cupboards; replacing damaged deck timber and window awnings; and external and 
internal painting. We saw no reason to prepare a master plan or overarching design for this ongoing “maintenance”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The ephemeral aspects of art can be thwarted 
by a view that art is a finite “product” to be 
consumed. Even site-specific installations are 
sometimes purchased by institutions as part of 
their collections. Digitally manipulated image of 
the author’s installation Boundary (2000-2001). 
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We soon realised that there were many important design decisions involved in acts of repair and maintenance that 
directly affected interior and exterior qualities and relationships. For example, when replacing external and internal 
wall linings, colors and finishes can be changed: new window types, translucent claddings and external timber 
screens change views and, thus, interior-exterior relationships. Furniture can be built into walls, dramatically 
changing the ways spaces are used. Although Avebury St is a private residence with restricted public access, it did 
involve collaborative design activities within an ongoing, everyday context. In comparison to site-specific installation 
art, experimental residential buildings have relatively extended timeframes that can, in some instances, extend over 
the entire lifetime of the building occupants. The extended timeframes of residential construction increase the 
diversity and confluence of influences affecting environment creation, thus highlighting the kind of fluidity and 
betweeness of built environments suggested by Deleuze and Guattari:  
 
‘Between things does not designate a localizable relation going from one thing to the other and back again, 
but a perpendicular direction, a transversal movement that sweeps one and the other away, a stream 
without a beginning or end that undermines its banks and picks up speed in the middle.’ 
Deleuze and Guattari 2004, p. 28 
Looking forward to other research projects. The image 
above was based on a photo of the author wearing an 
experimental dress during the making of Dress / 
Incubator (2001), a collaborative installation by Tamara 
Rasmussen and the author. 
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author from 
a photo by Tamara Rasmussen. 
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                 interiors:   
                 fieldwork project 1 
 
Covers the ideas and approaches used in the Avebury St residential project. 
       
 
        
                                                                   interiors                            136 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This chapter is different from the preceding chapter because the discussion centers on one renovation project 
rather than a series of projects. I focus almost exclusively on the ideas, methods, sites and materials used to 
modify the Avebury St residential project in inner city Brisbane: my family home during the duration of this 
research. Avebury St was my major fieldwork project, through which I developed many of the foundational ideas 
for this thesis. Avebury St began because of an urgent need to repair our very poorly maintained house. Its 
physical neglect stemmed from its previous status as an investment property, rented out to a succession of 
students, myself included, for modest sums. Nearly all of our alterations to Avebury St happened inside the 
building, involving surface treatments and built-in furniture. There were minor repairs to termite-eaten floor 
bearers, roof beams and rafters. Other than this, there was no alteration of the existing building structure or 
extensions to the floor area. After completing most of the internal repair work, we fenced and paved the front and 
rear garden. We worked with existing vegetation and topography, which involved some manual soil relocation 
and stabilization via garden edges. Our approach resembled that of the DIY renovator, working incrementally on 
small projects. Yet we also treated our home as an experimental studio for testing design ideas through full-scale 
construction, modifying and, in some instances, destroying our interventions when they no longer suited our 
circumstances. In this sense, we were able to jettison some of our professional, commercial-practice knowledge 
of building procurement and construction, particularly the creation of a finished building product. Instead of 
commissioning a professional builder to manage building construction, we became novice laborers. My life 
partner Matthew Dixon is a cabinet / furniture maker and completed a design degree, and yet – like myself - had 
no prior experience of hands-on carpentry or landscape construction.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
introduction 
Original images of the Avebury St project. 
Clockwise: Photograph of the house taken from the 
street in 1999.  Rear photograph taken at the same 
time. 
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A photograph of the front of Avebury St, taken in 2005. The original house was upgraded by changes in colors and surface 
materials. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer. 
 
 
            
     rear street                   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      NORTH 
 
         
 
 
 
                   front street 
 
   SITE PLAN 
As-built site plan, April 2008. Some plans and 
sections were done as a record of work at different 
times, rather than to guide the construction process. 
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We instinctively brought our knowledge of design and building precedent to the project, as well as a sense of 
building structure. This helped us understand the existing building’s potential and limitations. We knew we could 
remove the termite-damaged interior partitions and ceilings to create an open-plan, shed-like space, because 
they were non-structural elements; and we knew how to repair and improve damaged building structure. This was 
our first and major step in the building repair and renovation. Nevertheless, we also thwarted our professional 
knowledge of building procurement by introducing unpredictable influences into the building development. 
Working without orthogonal drawings, we tested our designing through hands-on construction. We used found 
objects and recycled materials which dictated our design direction, rather than the other way around. As we were 
living in the building, our interventions could only be small and simple.  
 
There was no set schedule or sequence of work. The project naturally progressed from more urgent repairs to 
structure and large-scale demolition, to smaller scale fine tuning of interior fitout, furnishing and gardens. We 
began our building adjustments in 1999, when we were tenants, removing old carpet and installing second-hand 
window awnings and screens. Most of the other work responded to the introduction of children – and 
grandmother - into the household (refer adjacent diagrams). The stair, kitchen and bathroom upgrades began in 
2002, in response to my pregnancy. Similarly, the second bedroom – initially removed when repairing old 
partitions - was reinstated when my mother temporarily moved into the house in 2004. It was not until @ 2004 
that we began to think of, and present, the house as a design project, rather than simply home maintenance. This 
was to recognise the input of others in its creation. Around this time, Avebury St. was also published in the 
Courier Mail Home Magazine, where it was presented in terms of design and architecture to the general public 
(Lord 2004).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
            
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
         
 
step 1: screens 
Installation of external screens and window 
boxes, as well as painting external house 
red, @1999-2000. Floor plan diagram, 
based on 2008 as-built plan. 
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step 2: demolition 
Demolition of termite-damaged non-
structural internal walls and ceilings, 
particularly within main gabled space. 
Remove non-load bearing walls to second 
bedroom, @2000. 
 
step 3: fitout 
Upgrade of bathroom and kitchen fitout, 
install loft stair to replace ladder, @2003-
2005. 
 
step 4: built-ins 
Installation of cupboards and seats to 
define space within existing rooms and 
create storage, @2003-2005. 
 
step 5: furniture-space 
Re-create second bedroom with wall-cupboards 
replacing non-loadbearing wall partition, 
@2006-2007. 
 
AN EVOLVING SEQUENCE: 
While there was no set project direction, the work naturally evolved from larger-scale repair and maintenance to smaller scale fitout. 
Floor plan diagrams based on a 2008 as-built floor plan. 
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A good example of the interface between our professional knowledge and DIY attitudes was in our treatment of 
design intentions and ideas. As an architect in prior consultancy roles, I would begin projects by developing the 
brief, and drawing (and communicating to the client) design concepts. We did not do this at Avebury St. We 
initially saw the project as building maintenance, rather than design, although we soon realized we introduced 
design thinking to these activities anyway. Design intentions did exist; however, these evolved in response to the 
coalescence of found materials, available building labor, changing desires and the site. This could be seen in the 
making of the loft stair. Our friend William McMahon offered to help build a loft stair to replace a ladder, and Mat 
and William were able to source recycled timber to construct it. On site, we discussed its material presence in the 
space, and the fact that its lower treads could function as seats and play areas. I showed William images of stairs 
by architect Alvar Aalto for inspiration, and he responded with images of houses by crafts-based American 
architects Greene and Greene. Later, as we needed more space for books, we transformed the stair balustrade 
wall into bookshelves. I can now describe the interaction of these conceptual, material and physical interactions 
in diagrammatic terms, such as the “book wall” (refer opposite diagram). It is important to remember that these 
architectural intentions were part of the physical building creation, but did not predetermine it; rather, they evolved 
in and through our life lived through building. For this reason, these design intentions are discussed as part of the 
building’s evolution in subsequent sections.  
 
In the previous chapter, I explored the key issues of audience interaction and site-specificity associated with 
installation art practice. I also identified two limitations of this practice relating to audience interaction and the 
temporariness of projects. First, the audience interactions with site-specific artworks are always framed by the 
specific art context in which they are located. Even when artworks incorporate everyday materials and themes, 
they are not part of everyday life. Artists often have limited opportunities to interact with, and significantly alter, 
the projects once installed in a site. Second, the artworks are relatively temporary when compared to other 
building projects, such as houses. This limits the degree to which an artwork can evolve over time, as well as the 
range of influences affecting its creation in this scheduled time period. When professionals treat their homes as 
experimental residential projects they can explore these two issues of temporality and diversity, because they 
occur in everyday domestic settings over long periods of time. I developed three main questions to guide my 
research into experimental residential building, using Avebury St as a focus project: 
 
• What ideas help us understand an ephemeral, evolving approach to residential design? 
• What techniques and materials enable resident occupants to create their projects? 
• Are there specific projects better suited to this experimental design approach? 
 
 
 
 
step 6: gardens 
After much of the interior work was completed or well 
under way, we began the garden projects: front fence; 
upper rear terrace; and lower rear garden, @2004-2008. 
 
 
            
     rear street 
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   2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
          1 
 
 
 
                   front street 
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       Longitudinal Section 
an emerging design idea: the book wall 
The loft eventually became a study, enclosed by a balustrade made of book shelves. In a poetic sense, ascending the stair involved a romantic ascent 
through books and knowledge. A response to the intersection of materials, people, site, needs and desires, this idea was not clear from the start. It emerged 
over time, beginning in 2003 – when William and Mat started building the stair – to April 2008, when we installed the most recent shelf into the wall. 
Section diagram, above right, is based on 2008 as-built section 
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Several important philosophical ideas emerged during Avebury St, and these ideas underpin the practical 
approaches of the project; excess; interiority; unfolding; transversing; and overcoming. Each idea, referring to 
both time and space, was also discussed in the earlier theories chapter. 
 
excess 
 
The first idea is excess. Excess is a philosophical concept referring to things or issues that are not purely 
functional. Highly decorative objects are a good example of this idea, because they may have no functional 
purpose. An unpainted metal kettle and a painted, patterned kettle both produce boiling water, yet the latter may 
be preferred because of its sensuous qualities, thus exceeding the functional design parameters. The idea of 
excess is also associated with things that do not conform to ordered, mainstream thinking.  
 
The idea has been to describe aspects of art and building that do not fit into functionalist attitudes. One example 
is the way in which inhabitants use or personalize a space in a different way to the designer’s original intent. 
When associated with buildings, excess celebrates all that is anti-functional, unstructured and excremental to 
architectural thinking and practice *. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
key ideas 
Excess is an idea about things that are not purely 
functional.  
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* Elizabeth Grosz (2001) has written about 
excess in relation to space and architecture. 
Her writings are helpful for critiquing 
normalised, systematic architectural practice, 
and are informed by the work of Georges 
Bataille and Luce Irigaray. Bataille and Irigaray 
have also written about marginal and 
excremental ideas in art and architecture 
(Bataille 1993; Irigaray 1999; Bois 1999). 
Bataille associates architecture with dominance 
and order, while Irigaray associates 
architecture with containment and feminine 
repression (Irigaray 1999, pp. 96-97; Grosz 
2001, p. 15). Some architectural theorists raise 
similar questions from a design rather than 
philosophical perspective. They are interested 
in how buildings are appropriated, changed and 
used in different ways by building users (Brand 
1994, p. 3; Brand 2000; Hill 1998b, p. 143; 
Grosz 2001, p. 137 and p. 151). Their 
arguments undermine the environmental 
deterministic thinking questioned by Grosz, 
Bataille and Irigaray.  
 
The idea of excess celebrates the sensual or decorative rather than the strictly functional.  
Photograph of a hammock inside the rear lean-to, now used as a dining space. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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When philosophers discussing excess refer to structure, they are not just referring to physical building supports, 
but rather an ordered view of life *. The processes that result in the creation and alteration of building can also be 
structured. This is particularly the case with commercial practice. The client approaches a designer who produces 
drawings in response to a brief; the drawings are approved by legislative bodies and sent to building tender; the 
successful builder constructs the buildings; and, finally, the client occupies her building as a complete object. A 
less structured approach to buildings may not follow this set production sequence.  
 
The idea of excess also highlights issues that are marginal or excremental to mainstream activities. In a 
hierarchical approach to building, future buildings inhabitants might be marginalised if they lack the power to 
influence environmental form or qualities. Building occupants often lack the professional skills to develop, draw 
and submit their own building designs for building approval, thus relying on professionals to design and manage 
the design process, even if this is done on their behalf. When occupants take a different approach, playing a lead 
role in architectural production (with or without professional help), they confront issues of architectural power, 
authority and control. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Buildings contain structure, but can also be made 
in an unstructured, haphazard way.  
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* In philosophy, space is often associated 
with a human impulse to order and control 
the world (Grosz 2005a). In this view, all 
environments frame interaction and activity, 
even if those frames can be altered and 
changed by its occupants. Some architects 
and planners have extended occupant-
centered building control by creating self-
build housing systems. The most well know 
of these is the Segal self-building method, 
developed by Walter Segal. Self-builders 
must work within the system methods, such 
as the modularized plans and constructional 
techniques developed by the architect. At 
least, however, they can customize their 
building structure and room layout to some 
degree. 
 
Structure can refer to an ordered view of physical environments and conceptual space. 
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interiority 
 
Another idea related to architectural control is interiority. Philosophers have used the interior to discuss the 
opposing issues of containment and passage. Luce Irigaray and Elizabeth Grosz have both associated interior 
space with being oppressed when there is no differentiation between male and female existence. Irigaray argues 
this is the case in philosopher Martin Heidegger’s writings about being and space *. They argue in these writings 
that the interior is a site enclosed or contained by male being. By associating the interior with temporal issues 
such as birth, passage and movement, Irigaray and Grosz present a different view of interior space: one which is 
defined by passage rather than containment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interiority refers to the conceptual dimensions of 
interiors.  
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* In contemporary philosophical writings, the 
interior space is often liberated through a 
discussion about birth and the womb. Irigaray 
argues that the womb is the first internal space 
we experience, but one associated with life-
affirming processes; and, in the case of giving 
birth to a male child, a sharing between female 
and male beings (Irigaray 1999, p. 95; Grosz 
2000, p. 263: Grosz 2001, p. 159). When 
philosophers fail to discuss the differences 
between female and male being, they may 
create a different picture, as seen in the 
philosophy of Martin Heidegger. Heidegger 
(1975a) discusses building as an extension of 
human existence or being as a singular 
construct (Irigaray 1999, pp. 95-96). The sense 
of the interior that emerges from these writings 
is one shaped or contained by a singular idea.  
 
Feminist theorists create a liberating view of internal space by associating the womb – a primordial interior – with birth 
and passage rather than containment.  
Source: Digitally-manipulated image, based on originals courtesy of Graham Meltzer and unknown source. 
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If we think of interiors as fixed spaces with set design approaches, we reinforce the ideas of containment and 
enclosure. The way we think about interior space is strongly influenced by social, cultural and historical factors. In 
Victorian times, interior residential space was positively associated with women because home decoration was 
widely respected as a complement to male workplaces outside the home *.  This view was transformed in the 
twentieth century as a byproduct of modernist thinking. According to this view, decorating – and interior space - 
was secondary and inferior to clean, modern buildings; interior qualities should be created by architectural 
structure and form, not internal furnishings and objects. By building upon the idea of passage and movement, we 
might overcome this limiting view of interior space. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Memories of making: interiors created through 
decoration or building structure?  
Source: Digitally-manipulated collage image, 
based on originals by Graham Meltzer and the 
author. 
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* In Victorian times, the interior was a 
legitimate, respected work site for the female of 
the house because it was seen as a 
complement to the male workplace (Sparke 
1995, p. 222). Females could freely express 
their identities and taste in home furnishings. In 
the twentieth century design discourse, the 
decorated interior was seen as a confining, 
unhealthy place (Sparke 1995, p. 3). This 
denigrated the value of decorative activities. 
Nevertheless, several contemporary artists 
directly confront, and question, this issue of 
interior containment. Artists such as Gordon 
Matta-Clark, Andrea Zittell and Allan Wexler 
use different techniques to help us think about 
interior conditions. Matta-Clark cut open entire 
disused buildings (Diserens 1993, p. 35; Ran-
Moseley 1995, p. 81). Zittell manipulates 
interior living conditions in her installations 
(Bartolucci 2003, pp. 14-15). And Allan Wexler 
makes building cladding accommodate furniture 
items (Schulz 1998, p. 46). Rather than being a 
site of containment, the interior has provided a 
site in which these artists might question the 
conceptual boundaries of building envelopes 
and spatial occupation. 
 
The precarious place of the interior decorator in modernist history?  
Source: Digitally manipulated image, based on original courtesy of Tamara Rasmussen. 
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transversing 
 
The next key idea, transversing, also refers to passage and movement; in this case, moving beyond limiting 
circumstances. Like the other ideas, transversing does not just refer to a physical state, such as crossing *. We 
can think of transversing as moving beyond the established legislative and professional dogma affecting 
architectural production. If architectural practice works with particular sites and methods, then new sites and 
approaches might help us overcome the limitations of current practice.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Crossing thresholds? Transversing is an idea 
about movement applied to theories of space.  
Source: Photo of Avebury St courtesy of Graham 
Meltzer. 
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* Transversing is an idea associated with 
both Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 
through their use of the terms transversality 
and the transversal (Deleuze and Guattari 
1987, p. 239; Massumi 1992, p. 106).  They 
argue that to be provocative or inventive, we 
must constantly move between different 
courses of action. Transversing is associated 
with time and change. In philosophical 
theory, space and time are usually seen as 
opposing concepts. Space, unlike time, is 
often seen as fixed, immutable and 
hierarchical (Krell 1997, p. 36; Grosz 2004, 
p. 18).By associating space with ideas such 
as movement and crossing, we present a 
different view. Lars Lerup (1977) argues that 
architects should think of time as an area of 
architectural concern: “Change, therefore, 
should be within the designer’s focus’ (p. 
142). 
 
Transversing at Avebury St.  
Source: Photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer. 
 
 
        
                                                                   interiors                            152 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
unfolding 
 
Similarly, unfolding refers to the continuously changing or evolving nature of life. Philosophers discussing 
unfolding express a view that life is creative and dynamic *. To engage with the idea of unfolding, a building 
needs to be more than physically folding shapes. Even if the shape of a building looks dynamic, it might be made 
of static materials such as concrete. However, the creative processes influencing building form and materials are 
always dynamic: influences like finances, clients, climate, and governments, to name a few. Rather than focusing 
on a static building form alone, architects exploring unfolding would benefit from critiquing developmental 
processes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Betweeness is an idea about blurring applied to 
activities like art making.  
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* In his seminal text The Fold, Leibniz and the 
Baroque, Gilles Deleuze (2001) developed the 
idea of fold as part of a larger philosophical 
project to understand life in evolving, 
provisional, creative terms. Folds refer to the 
many worlds or possibilities that develop within 
this ever-changing life (Badiou 1994; Colebrook 
2002, pp. 54-55). Deleuze wants us to think 
about the unpredictability and difference 
characteristic of all life. Unfolding does not 
imply evolution according to a pre-determined 
plan, but rather the potential of things to 
develop and become different over time (Grosz 
2004, p. 24). There has also been much written 
about the fold in architectural and design 
literature (Lynn 2004). Design writers focus 
largely on the physical forms architects have 
produced while inspired by this idea. Some 
architects make physically folded buildings to 
symbolize motion and change, yet they are 
often constructed in traditional, heavy materials 
(Jormakka 2002, p. 41; Capro 2004, p. 15). As 
a philosophical idea, the fold has more 
profound implications for rethinking 
architectural production, seen in Christopher 
Alexander’s (1979) description of a building 
developing over time: “[t]he process of 
unfolding goes step by step, one pattern at a 
time’ (p. 385). 
 
Buildings are created by a complicated mix of influences that are always shifting and developing.  
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architectural overcoming 
 
The final idea, architectural overcoming, refers to transformation. The term overcoming was used by philosopher 
Friedrich Nietzsche who was interested in our capacity to transform our lives. This requires people to overcome 
popular, normative thinking, which Nietzsche argued oppresses human potential *. According to his argument, a 
desire to excel is an inevitable part of all life, not simply human existence. We could think of architectural practice 
in similar terms. Architectural practice also involves normative practices which often stem from conservative, 
legislative constraints. I use the term architectural overcoming to refer to design practices that subvert both 
existing building qualities and conventional approaches to building creation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Uninhibited approaches to space!  
Source: Photo courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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* Elizabeth Grosz (2004) expands the idea of 
overcoming from her readings of the 
nineteenth-century philosopher Friedrich 
Nietzsche, particularly Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra (1946). The concept of 
overcoming suggests openness to difference 
and that which has been excluded from 
dominant cultural and scientific discourses 
(Grosz 2004, p. 11). 
 
Some occupants overcome the boundaries imposed by architectural concepts, spaces and practices. 
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There are several interrelated methods used at Avebury St. All the approaches concentrate on the manipulation 
of interior elements: informal histories; design-by-demolition; experimental construction; incremental 
maintenance; ambiguous representations; and decorating.   
 
informal histories 
 
The first method is informal histories, an approach to the history of a building and its site based on informal 
narratives garnered from local residents rather than traditional historical sources. Instead of searching for the 
house’s history in official locations including the library, we preferred the communal informality of stories garnered 
from previous occupants and long-term street residents. This was to capture the spirit and narrative of the site’s 
evolution, instead of a new, sudden rewriting of history *. This latter approach is common when people try to 
recreate a “look” from a particular era, such as federation-styled buildings. The first Avebury St story relates to 
the physical house being floated on a barge across the river from St. Lucia. The second story is that the house 
once belonged to the ferryman who transported West End workers across the river to the cane fields that once 
occupied the University of Queensland site. These stories reveal the dynamic, temporary nature of the house, 
and the ease with which it was adapted by its occupants: a history of making do, improvisation and mobility. We 
retained “piecemeal” changes to the building made at different periods during the house’s long history, so that our 
approach built upon the evolving, experimental spirit of the past building inhabitation. This was illustrated in our 
approach to the house’s streetscape appearance. Instead of creating a popular, colonial-style verandah - 
common for houses built in the late 1800s - we kept and repaired the 1930s front sleepout. We also kept the 
kitchen lean-to with its stepped floor, probably added after the 1930s and updated in the 1980s. Externally, we 
put a contemporary “stamp” on the building appearance. We painted the house a bright red color and covered it 
in timber batten screens. Internally, we continued this contemporary approach with colors and plywood surfaces. 
Instead of demolishing parts of or the entire interior, we repaired building elements such as damaged rafters and 
wall cladding. One of the exciting offshoots of the informal narrative approach is the creative social connections 
maintained with friends and former occupants. After a recent impromptu visit, former owner Ros Woodburn had 
been inspired to change their own brick veneer home in Bendigo, in the manner of Avebury St - which she calls 
sustainable, simple, “change the character” construction (Woodburn 2008). In another example, the Avebury St 
project also spurned the Not for Sale (Smith et al 2004) collaborative art proposal described in the preceding 
chapter.  
methods  
Neighbourhood images of Avebury St, past and present. 
Above:  Avebury St in the 1980s, viewed from the 
Peterson house, with young Sam in the foreground. 
Another house was later moved onto the vacant land 
between the houses. 
Below:  A recent visit by Ros Woodburn and her partner. 
Ros, a landscape architect, was the previous owner and 
sometime occupant of the property. 
Source: Upper photo courtesy of Sue Ward, lower photo 
by the author. 
 
        
                                                                   interiors                            157 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Deborah Weiner (2004) highlights the different 
approaches to renovating and altering buildings. First, 
she points out the organic way in which people change 
and appropriate buildings over time, relatively 
consistent with the histories and continuities of 
inhabitation. Avebury St reflects this approach, being 
part of a continuous evolution of home occupation and 
student tenancy. Weiner identifies a second approach, 
involving the commercial redevelopment of existing 
buildings. This latter approach substantially changes 
buildings all at once, and is sometimes inconsistent 
with the building’s history or past attitudes. This can be 
seen when old buildings are gentrified and transformed 
into use inconsistent with the site’s histories; for 
example, an asylum being turned into exclusive, urban 
apartment dwellings (Weiner 2004, p. 190).  
 
A diagram mapping the interconnections between Avebury St occupants, drawn by friend and previous tenant Peta 
Bassett. Peta first connected us to the house when she moved overseas, and the property became vacant.  
Source: Diagram courtesy of Peta Bassett, 2003. 
 
Avebury St as a neighborhood place in the 1980s: with 
local children, and showing Ros’ native tree planting. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Ros Woodburn. 
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design-by-demolition 
 
Not long after we moved into the Avebury St property, we started the internal demolition work. This lead to the 
second method used at Avebury St: design-by-demolition. In this method, significant design intentions and details 
are decided during the demolition process, as a more accurate picture of concealed surface materials and 
structure emerges. To assess the extent of termite damage, we needed to remove old, flaking chipboard and 
plywood lining covering the original timber vertical-joint cladding. The external fibro cladding was largely in an 
acceptable condition because it was not termite food.  
 
Our demolition work revealed many surprises, particularly in the main gabled space. We not only discovered 
termite damage but the fact that the main volume was in fact constructed as a single, warehouse-like space. The 
bedroom, living room and ceilings were inserted into this area as non-loadbearing elements. In the 1980s, 
previous inhabitants had lowered the internal ceiling height using a complicated truss structure fixed to the 
original, damaged timber ceiling. We found room to insert a storage loft in one end of our new “warehouse”, at the 
level of the original ceiling. The loft provided unexpected glimpses of the river and mountains. At the other end of 
the space, we used polycarbonate sheeting in the roof gable to admit natural daylight and tree-top glimpses. Due 
to our professional experiences, we were able to discriminate between structural and non-structural changes 
made to the existing building by previous occupants – and could improve inadequacies such as poor connections 
between roof / wall / floor bearer elements. With this in mind, we still used an approach to building creation 
uncommon in professional practice. If as common in professional practice, we began our alterations using design 
drawings based on predictions about site conditions, we might have forgone the creative opportunities arising 
during our on-site, hands-on investigations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Demolition uncovers the building’s secrets, such as the 
elaborate timber truss, above, used to lower ceilings in 
the main space.  
Clockwise:  The ceiling truss; the main “liberated” 
space seen from above; and then below.  
Source: Photos courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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Partially demolishing the wall linings and ceiling within the living room interior revealed termite damage and a large 
warehouse-like space. This photo shows the original, adjacent bedroom with its lowered ceiling. The existing internal 
configuration, once revealed, “suggested” a storage loft above the bedroom. 
 
 
* Design-by-demolition opens up creative opportunities 
as the ‘demolisher-designers’ become more familiar 
with their site, and therefore its design opportunities. 
Lars Lerup talks about discovering space within 
existing spaces in his 1977 text Unfinished Building. 
He illustrates his approach through a fictional story 
about a Parisan bookshop operator who needs to find 
more storage space, and so appropriates an existing 
stair in his shop: ‘The bookcase was “found” in the 
stair’ (Lerup 1977, p. 128). This approach resonates 
with our Avebury St design discoveries: when 
demolishing and repairing our house interior, we also 
“found” our storage loft. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
         
          Longitudinal Section 
an emerging design idea: the shed 
Another design approach that emerged during demolition was treating the space like a “shed”. 
The main gabled space had been built like a big shed within which wall partitions were inserted, 
so could be “gutted”; elements like furniture and the storage loft could then be inserted, or 
removed as needed. However, the loft stair was so solidly built by Matthew and William that it 
has, so far, remained a fixed feature. Section diagram based on @2008 as-built section. 
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experimental construction 
 
The next related approach, experimental construction, involves people, ideas and materials available at the time, 
rather than working to a set design plan. It is similar to design-by-demolition in its improvisational view of 
designing on site. Experimental construction may also involve destroying actual built experiments that no longer 
work or fail to meet expectations. Designers normally do design and working drawings to prevent these “failures” 
from happening. This also mitigates any changes being made during project construction, which usually increase 
the costs and time associated with projects *. In reality, designers, builders and clients often make changes on 
site in response to unforeseen site conditions or when their designs do not look or work as anticipated in the 
drawings – even if this increases the budget or timeframe. Clients in particular have trouble imagining how a 
design drawing will feel in three-dimensions. There are disadvantages and advantages of professionals opening 
their design practice to unknown collaborative and material influences, particularly when a built element produces 
an unexpected or even undesirable result. One example of this at Avebury St was the building of the loft stair. 
The stair was built by Mat and friend William McMahon to replace an old ladder perceived to be dangerous to 
pregnant ladies. Fixing the stair to the floor structure had follow-on effects in other areas. The stair reduced the 
flexibility of the lower floor plan because it took up more space than a ladder. Prior to the stair, the bedroom 
space under the loft was easily altered by sliding two large panels. The stair itself was angled to better fit into the 
living space, but this also created an awkward junction at the existing wall. Yet the stair created other benefits. Its 
bespoke details were popular with visitors, and the wide lower step became an additional seating area. The 
space under the stair was useful for storage, and – best of all - later became a secret passageway into the 
adjacent bedroom for mischievous children. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The original loft ladder and, below, the new loft stair. 
The stair radically changed the qualities and floor 
areas of adjacent spaces.  
Source: Photo above courtesy of Matthew Dixon, 
and below, courtesy of Graham Meltzer. 
 
 
        
                                                                   interiors                            161 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* It is difficult for architects to use the design-
by-building approach because of the time and 
costs involved relative to a commercialised 
model. Design-by-making was traditionally used 
in vernacular settings whereby objects were 
created through trial-and-error by their users 
(Mitchell 1993, p. 44). This approach has never 
fitted well within commercial practice, focused 
on immediate delivery of a product (Alexander 
1964, p. 77; Mitchell 1993, p. 44). This led 
designers such as John Chris-Jones to initiate 
the design methods movement, to develop 
design processes suitable to industrialized 
production techniques. In practice, the 
movement was seen as a failure. This failure 
happened because of difficulties translating 
abstract, scientific diagrams about design 
process into tangible design outcomes (Mitchell 
1993, p. 47). 
 
Building experiments produce surprising, interesting results. The left-over space under the Avebury St loft stair forms a 
secret, speedy passageway to the adjacent bedroom. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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Another outcome of the experimental construction method is that it leaves physical traces and marks of discarded 
experiments. This could be seen in our experiments with IKEA LACK bookshelves, which we cut up, painted and 
tried in different room locations. This left one LACK bookshelf with scratched and missing gables. Our living room 
walls have old screw holes and torn paint where I have misjudged shelf bracket positions. Many people would 
see these physical marks as damage – a sacrifice of detail and finish - rather than an interesting record of the 
ephemeral, experimental nature of life. As the existing wall cladding was already old and “scarred” by previous 
experiments, we were unfettered by pristine surfaces. 
 
Improvisational approaches often stem from projects with limited material and / or financial options, such as in the 
developing nation of South Africa. Here, architectural practice, like life itself, is dynamic, fluid and challenging. I 
visited several places in Johannesburg and Durban where socio-economic influences create very different site 
conditions. Due to the poor education and training of much of its population, workers on building sites may have 
trouble constructing projects to the exacting standards expected by some architects. Yet other architects 
including Peter Rich work with the impressive improvisation skills of economically disadvantaged Africans. These 
skills can be seen in the beautiful, hand-made objects fashioned from “rubbish” and reclaimed objects. Aside from 
providing work opportunities, many unique building projects arise in situations involving some degree of material 
recycling and on-site collaboration between designers and builders.  
 
We can also see experimental construction in vernacular traditions, where the design of buildings and objects is 
fine-tuned over time as a response to use. Activities such as squatting involve similar fine-tuning through use, yet 
operate outside of the legal, professional and commercial influences affecting architectural practice *. By avoiding 
design drawings and models in both scenarios, projects are open to laypeople without architectural training and 
drafting skills. These practitioners may not set out to create an experimental design practice, and are instead 
responding to their everyday needs and desires. Even though these DIY occupant-makers may not be designers, 
they offer challenges to established design approaches to environmental and object creation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
IKEA LACK bookcases tried in many different 
configurations and spaces. The shelves were eventually 
fixed to the building as internal partitions.  
Clockwise: Sleepout space used as a study, with LACK 
shelves used horizontally; the same space with shelves 
placed vertically; the shelves were later moved to the 
second bedroom; at one point, the bedroom was used as 
a study, with the shelves visible in the background behind 
a temporary screen. 
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* Self-builders in Turkey exploit an interesting 
loophole in building regulations. If houses are 
constructed in one night, Turkish law allows 
these structures to remain. They are called 
gecekondu, meaning ‘”house built in one 
night”’ (Ray 1997, p. 153). Residents work 
quickly, often with standard and salvaged 
materials, to stake a claim on both the 
structure they build and the land they build 
on. This speedy improvisational construction 
approach raises safety issues because of the 
increased risk of poor workmanship and 
material durability affecting, in particular, 
structural components.  
 
Collateral damage: after several relocations and adaptations, a LACK bookcase is left with a hole in its side gable. 
 
 
 
South African architect Peter Rich works with, 
rather than against, the skills within the local 
community to create his buildings, such as his 
own house in Johannesberg.  
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incremental maintenance 
 
We discovered three main advantages of fine-tuning a project over time whilst repairing it, which can be 
described as incremental maintenance *. First, the incremental approach accommodates changes in our skills. 
We improved our knowledge of do-it-yourself products over time, particularly the limitations of IKEA bookshelves, 
which often benefit from the addition of glue. Second, we have capitalized on changing access to materials and 
labor through my partner Matthew’s cabinetmaking employment. When his company moved premises, we 
salvaged board materials and timber that later became shelves and cupboard doors. Finally, we could 
accommodate our changing family circumstances. This is illustrated by the many alterations to the second, 
central bedroom. We initially removed a non-loadbearing wall partition to convert the room into an open-plan 
dining area. Later, we replaced the partition with cupboards to make a temporary bedroom for my visiting mother. 
After a brief period as a study, this space finally became a children’s bedroom and playroom, with several doors 
and windows that open to the adjacent living areas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A space transforms gradually over time to suit 
changing family conditions.  
Above: The original tiny bedroom, often used as a 
study, became a wardrobe space. 
Below; the wall partition, backed by cupboards, is 
removed to create a dining alcove. 
Source: Above, photo courtesy of Ros Woodburn; 
below, photos by the author. 
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* Architect-builder Christopher Alexander and 
his colleagues advocate an incremental 
approach to building, which they describe as 
the ‘principle of piecemeal growth’ (Alexander 
et al 1975, p. 5). In their project for the Oregon 
University Campus, they argued that the 
campus develop incrementally as a series of 
smaller projects, rather than according to a 
grand vision. This was to recognize that all built 
projects need to be adjusted to accommodate 
changing occupant needs. Smaller projects can 
build upon previous built success, and any 
problems they have are more easily rectified 
than in large building failures. 
 
Finally, the space becomes a bedroom again; first, for a visiting relative; then for children. Note: a fixed wall panel became 
a second door so that the adjacent hallway space could be better utilized for playing. 
Source: above left, photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer; above right, by the author. 
 
  
Above: The original bedroom wall partition is 
recreated by shelves to create a temporary study. 
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ambiguous representations 
 
Designers using improvisational construction need little or no drawings, as they resolve the projects on site while 
they make them. This leads to the next method, ambiguous representations, referring to the loose drawings and 
images created to evoke rather than dictate design options. Instead of creating detailed construction drawings, 
improvisational designers can use conceptual or diagrammatic drawings to support their construction activities on 
site. This was the way architects originally worked prior to the refinement of drawing techniques. Previously, 
designers had to develop their projects on site as builders because they lacked the tools to visually communicate 
their ideas. While architects did refer to some drawings in design pattern books, they adapted patterns to their 
site and project conditions during construction *. After scale and perspective drawing techniques were perfected, 
designers could work away from the construction site, thus becoming disassociated from manual labor. 
Contemporary builders still continue to use loose sketches on site when resolving details, often drawing on walls 
and other materials at hand. However, these diagrams support, rather than take the place of, the working 
drawings for the project. The orthogonal diagrams in this chapter – plans and sections – were done as a record of 
the project at a particular time after – rather than before - construction. These diagrams are also a communication 
tool for assisting the reader’s comprehension of particular issues in the project: ‘drawing the building’ rather than 
‘building the drawing’ (Hill 2006, p. 57). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A loose sketch showing the original kitchen layout 
and proposed sink relocation. 
Source: Drawing courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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* Many theorists point out the changes to the 
building design process caused by 
progressive advances in drawing techniques 
(Pérez-Gómez & Pelletier 1992; Mitchell 
1993, p. 44: Robbins 1994; Evans 2000, p. 
xxxii). As architects could draw their ideas in 
a studio environment, building procurement 
could become segmented and specialized. 
This changed the role of architects in post-
Medieval times. Archaeologists have 
unearthed perspectives, plans and elevations 
in ancient Rome, but they played a 
secondary role on the construction site 
(Robbins 1994, p. 11). 
 
Early conceptual diagrams, exploring external options for Avebury St. Our drawings did not have to be to scale as we could 
resolve material options during construction. 
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At Avebury St, the sketches that Matthew and I did to assist designing and making related to testing and 
communicating loose ideas, not material detail or exact shapes. This was because Mat, I and other collaborators 
resolved issues together during full-scale construction. Confining our work to surface and material alteration and 
repair also meant we did not need drawings for building approval. Sometimes we needed scaled drawings, such 
as when we required plumbing approval for relocating bathroom fixtures. I also did some post-construction plans, 
elevations and sections as a documentary record of the built project – albeit at a particular moment in 2003, and 
later in 2008. 
 
The medium of photography can also contribute to the split between design ideas and the material realities of a 
site. This happens when publications about architecture contain carefully crafted building images devoid of 
human activity, particularly construction activity. This is particularly evident when photographers exclude messy 
signs of life such as mismatching furniture, washing and other objects distracting from a perfect image of a space. 
We confronted this issue when commissioning architect / photographer Graham Meltzer to document our house. 
We wanted a photographic record of the house due to our impending move to another house. We did not specify 
the kind of images we wanted Graham to produce. As with other visitors to the house, we were interested in 
Graham’s interpretation and input. Some of Graham’s images included “signs of life’ such as people sitting in the 
courtyard, and toys in the living room, but there was no construction work on this day. Like many impressive 
architectural photographs, the images were framed to create a visual sense of space and drama rather than 
evolutionary change per se. 
 
Graham’s images were included in an article about the house in the Courier Mail Home Magazine (Lord 2004). 
The publication transformed the house into a work of “architecture” by using the popular media format. On one 
hand, it was rewarding to promote our way of working to a broader audience. The publication contained houses 
designed and produced in a conventional way, often with a view to commercial gain and resale. The discussion of 
Avebury St as a home made with care over time contrasted with a commercially-motivated design approach. On 
the other hand, Avebury St was “packaged” by the writer using descriptions such as ‘wild’, ‘jungle’ and ‘tribal’ in 
both the article and on the magazine cover (Lord 2004). These terms suggested an unusual approach to the 
visual style of the house more than its design tenets and, by implication, signaled the strangeness of the evolving 
design approach to the wider public. 
 
 
 
 
 
A scale drawing showing loft stair options in 2002, 
versus an on-site construction sketch. 
Source: Drawing above by the author; below, 
courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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* Alberto Pérez-Gómez and Louise Pelletier 
(1992) point out the problems of a restricted 
understanding of representational drawing. 
Perspective and architectural drawing 
techniques present a controlled view of space 
often at odds with direct, lived experience. Most 
architects use drawings to test and represent a 
building prior to its construction, but the 
subsequent construction phase is focused on 
matching the built form to the drawing. 
According to some theorists, advances in 
representational techniques have influenced art 
practice, yet in a different way to architectural 
practice. Unlike architects, many modern artists 
such as Marcel Duchamp, were less interested 
in the exact correspondence between drawings 
and real objects, and more in the evocative, 
experimental qualities of representational 
media (Pérez-Gómez and Pelletier 1992, p. 
34).  
 
Avebury St “packaged” as a design project: as suggested by the title, an offbeat rather than mainstream approach. 
Source: Featured photos by Graham Meltzer, published in Cindy Lord’s (2004) article ‘Tribal Beat’, in The Courier Mail 
Home Magazine, Saturday 30th October, pp. 16-17. 
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There are other graphic techniques for capturing qualities of change and evolution in buildings, such as collages 
and collaged photos. Collages can sometimes evoke the material or temporal qualities of a space better than 
representational images. When we invited Graham to photograph our house, we were not doing any building 
activity, so the images may not convey the sense of change and impermanency involved in the creative 
construction. To rectify this problem, I created photographic collages by overlaying construction images on top of 
Graham’s original images. The resultant images were loose and often visually blurred, but better conveyed the 
Avebury St temporariness than fixed, direct representational images alone. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Time and space collide. 
Above: The original bathroom image, and... 
Below: A collaged image showing previous building 
activities. 
Source: Above, photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer; 
below, digitally manipulated image by the author. 
 
 
        
                                                                   interiors                            171 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A collaged image made by overlaying photos of people and activity inside a space, taken at different times. 
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, based on originals by Graham Meltzer, Matthew Dixon and the 
author. 
 
The original image of the Avebury St dining space. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer. 
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decorating 
 
The final key approach at Avebury St was decorating, referring to the techniques and materials used to change 
internal spaces and external building elements *. Instead of making changes to the floor plan or internal structural 
layout, nearly all the activities at Avebury St involved internal non-structural and removable elements and 
finishes, including: repairing and painting timber wall linings; and fixing bookshelves to the building structure to 
make internal wall partitions. Updating the external wall cladding materials and colors also transformed the 
external appearance of the house.  
 
Design professionals normally make significant structural changes to buildings to improve spatial qualities, room 
layout and functions. My partner and I obtained professional qualifications during our stay at Avebury St; I 
registered as an architect; and my partner qualified as a cabinetmaker. Even so, our approach to the house was 
different from our other professional experiences because we focused on decorative and temporary elements. 
Like the student tenants before us, we made simple interventions within the interior and garden. These students 
made some minor changes to the house including: creating a trellis for a vine over the deck; planting tress and 
vegetables; and installing a temporary retaining wall built of recycled clay drainage pipes. Even considering our 
limited budget, we could have adopted a different approach. If we had not repaired the house, we could have 
argued for its demolition and removal, selling the land for a profit. We could have waited until we could afford to 
hire a builder and renovate the project to a master plan, although the house would have further deteriorated 
during this long wait.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Personalizing spaces through decorating and 
gardening. Photo at the rear of Avebury St showing 
planting and vegetable garden installed by previous 
tenants. 
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* Malcolm Miles (2000) argues that decorating 
house interiors and external walls is an 
essential aspect of human existence, rather 
than a frivolous aesthetic exercise. This is 
because decoration enables people to express 
their individual identities within a communally-
orientated setting (Miles 2000, p. 98). Miles 
refers to examples of Hajj paintings in Egypt, 
whereby residents paint external building walls. 
This view of decoration is echoed in part by 
zoologist Desmond Morris (1994) who believes 
our need to decorate stems from human 
biology. Our larger-than-normal animal brains 
cause us to be playful and curious, and when 
something arouses our interest, we need to 
express and extend it (Morris 1994, p. 192). 
 
Changing surface materials inside and out at Avebury St. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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Personal adaptations of home interiors involve activities usually described as decoration, ornamentation or craft. 
This view differentiates between expert, professional knowledge and amateur activities. Decorating projects are 
easily made by non-professionals using do-it-yourself kits or components. Interior decoration and garden 
maintenance projects are also homemaking activities, often regarded as inferior to professional design *. In a 
similar vein, construction, maintenance and repair work involve manual labour, often considered inferior to 
intellectualized design ideas. This devalues the demanding and important contribution of decoration and 
maintenance to people’s lives. These activities also appear surprisingly experimental and fluid when compared to 
the ordered, professional approach to architectural production. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Decoration and homemaking at Avebury St. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer. 
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Manual labor is often seen as inferior to design, yet the latter always relies on the former if the design is intended for 
construction. 
 
 
* Many theorists recognize the creative 
dimensions of residential interiors and 
gardens (Attfield 2000, p. 209). Perceptions 
of these opportunities are sometimes 
affected by gender and stereotypes. Often, 
interior projects are associated with 
femininity and external projects with 
masculinity (Sparke 1995, p. 3; Goldstein 
1998, p. 68). Some theorists such as Sparke 
(1995) believe this perception has been 
reinforced by ideas promoted in the 
Modernist era in the early twentieth century. 
Sparke argues that women were excluded by 
modernist thinking because domestic 
decoration and taste-making exercises were 
positioned as inferior to design. 
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Some architects acknowledge a need for occupants to personalize their homes, and have tried a number of 
approaches to encourage building customization. One approach has been to encourage occupants to rearrange 
interior spaces and walls, as well as the objects contained within them. Creating flexible buildings with 
reconfigurable internal configurations has its flaws. Sometimes buildings are so empty that its occupants feel 
isolated and depersonalized, as seen in the failures of some open-plan offices. To avoid this, architects and 
designers created forms that are suggestive of use, yet also allow varying interpretations. This can be seen in 
Herman Hertzberger’s approach to flexible building components, which was discussed in the previous chapter *. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Occupants will always personalize their spaces, 
even if only through the addition of decorative 
objects like photos and flowers. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer. 
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* Different architects have tried to make their 
buildings more responsive to building 
inhabitants. In the 1960s, some idealistic 
architects thought that flexible, interactive 
technologies provided the solution. These 
technologies did not alone make better, user-
friendly buildings. The building inhabitants were 
often seen in functional terms, as mechanical 
operators of often unreliable high-technology 
elements (Forty 2000, p. 148). Architect 
Herman Hertzberger tried a different approach. 
As described in the preceding chapter, he tried 
to incorporate building elements such as wide 
ledges and stairs that people could use in 
flexible and inventive ways (Hertzberger 1971; 
Hertzberger 1991, pp. 154-155). For example, 
a wide window ledge might easily 
accommodate pot plants and personal display 
items in a unit or house. 
 
Our attempt at polyvalent space at Avebury St: wide, lower stair treads also make useful seats and play zones. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer. 
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Another approach to home customisation is to encourage people to build part or all of their own homes. The self-
build housing approach transforms people’s customization motivations into the manipulation of building structure 
and room layout. Self-build practices occur in everyday contexts and environments, and are, in the main, initiated 
by the occupants of a space rather than an artist or architect “outsider”. Most self-build projects follow a system or 
plan devised by an architect or building designer. This ambitious approach does not suit all building inhabitants. 
Many people are constrained by their available time, skills and tools when making buildings, restricting their 
activities to smaller, do-it-yourself projects. Interior remodeling provides great opportunities for working beyond a 
set idea or plan. The discourse about self-build housing recognizes the importance of personalized home spaces, 
but does not necessarily acknowledge the importance of decorative activities *.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There were no set plans to follow when 
upgrading interiors and gardens at Avebury 
St. 
Source: Sketch of a garden idea courtesy of 
Matthew Dixon. 
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* Theorists advocating that buildings should be 
made by their occupants appear in a variety of 
topics including self-build housing (McKean 
1989; Brand 1994), illegal or activist 
architecture (Hill 1998b), squatting (Rendell 
1998) and do-it-yourself theory (Goldstein 
1998). 
 
Self-building activities limited to non-structural interventions in the Avebury St sandpit. 
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Like many resident builders, we worked within the confines of the building envelope using non-structural and 
small interventions. We did not need to submit engineering specifications and plans to local authorities for 
building approval, thus avoiding the strict timeframes and policies imposed by regulatory authorities. Working in 
these sites enabled us to make changes spontaneously as needs and desires arose. There are of course many 
issues affecting people’s capacity to work experimentally in garden and interior sites, including, budget, skills, 
time and risk. Residential projects are less public than larger commercial sites in the sense that entry is usually 
more controlled, in theory, reducing the risk associated with building in these sites. However, this is not 
necessarily the case. Like larger commercial buildings, residential sites are still constrained by insurance 
provisions. Most home owners have public liability insurance to cover accidents that happen in and around the 
home. If owners conduct building work that is illegal – for example, building new habitable rooms without prior 
building approval – they usually void the insurance provisions, exposing themselves to significant risk. Councils 
are vigilant in monitoring illegal building work, and can either issue legally-binding stop-work notices to home 
owners, or require them to demolish the work. This situation reflects the potentially “public” nature of “private” 
residences.  However, when home owners restrict their activities to small, non-structural projects, they can work 
without violating onerous regulatory constraints.  
 
the convivial studio 
 
The split between designing and making creates formal project conditions whereby project participants are 
assigned set roles and locations; designers draw in the studio; builders construct on site; and clients inhabit 
finished buildings. By contrast, we transformed Avebury St into a simultaneous design studio, construction site 
and place of residence, creating the convivial studio site. This term refers to the informal, collaborative 
atmosphere surrounding design activities. For example, many design critiques arose spontaneously during 
informal gatherings at our house *.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
sites 
Architectural friends and colleagues regularly 
contributed their thoughts about the project over 
brunch. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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Matthew and William enjoy a ‘cuppa’ while pondering the bathroom. 
 
 
 
* Hubbard (1996) argues that the settings in 
which architects conduct their work are as 
important as the buildings they construct. He 
refers to seminal designers Charles and Ray 
Eames who treated their own home as an 
informal “hub” for designers and friends 
(Hubbard 1996, p. 165). In friendly gatherings 
at their home, Charles and Ray created an 
impression of a total life lived through design. 
This impression was conveyed by both the 
physical building and the events and 
exchanges that happened inside; including 
details such as the artful arrangement of 
sweets accompanying a cup of tea for visitors. 
Hubbard argues that many, if not all architects 
aspire to design all aspects of everyday life (p. 
5). In contrast to this thesis, Hubbard’s focus is 
on how architecture might be part of viewing life 
as an ‘authentic whole’ (p. 119), and, by 
implication, an opposition to the messy, 
multifarious, unpredictable dimensions of life.  
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In interviews about Avebury St, interview participants singled out the convivial project atmosphere as one of its 
strengths (Brisbin and Tocker 2003; McMahon 2003; Rasmussen and Narby 2003). Creating a convivial studio 
atmosphere was assisted by our flexible approach to design *. As we had no fixed plans, visitors have been 
comfortable with making design suggestions about spatial alterations. One example of this was William’s 
collaboration on the design and making of the loft stair. William normally worked with my partner Matthew as a 
furniture maker, resolving how to construct other people’s designs. William contributed many suggestions about 
the design of our stair – especially materials and details – and enjoyed ‘working on the design parameters’ 
(McMahon 2003) whilst resolving construction issues. As design is usually seen as mental product, an idea 
underpinning an object’s shape, construction resolution is not normally considered part of an object’s design. This 
has practical implications for builders. As furniture makers and cabinetmakers, William and Matthew were not 
officially “designers” because it was associated with specialized internal or external consultants engaged by his 
workplace. Even so, William and Matthew inevitably identify and resolve design issues when constructing 
projects, such as developing complex patterns and details to construct a piece of furniture. At Avebury St, the 
whole project unfolded without preconceived roles and ideas and so could involve “makers” in designing. William 
experienced the space as a friend and designer-maker, enjoying everyday rituals other than building: frequently 
eating dinner and drinking coffee after design/making sessions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Avebury St bathroom renovation. William and 
Felix working with their salvaged teak timber floor 
material, constructed like a boat. 
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* In the late 1960s and 1970s, architects and 
planners became interested in the conditions 
surrounding building production and 
inhabitation. Some occupants saw 
bureaucratic red-tape as unnecessary, so 
bypassed official building regulations and 
built clandestinely (Lerup 1977, p. 89). 
Squatting became a similar example of 
occupant-centered design outside of 
regulatory frameworks (Franks 2000, p. 41). 
Although many squatters do so out of 
economic necessity, some embrace this 
practice as a political, though illegitimate, 
practice. Manuals such as architecture 
student Andrew Ingham’s (1975) Self Help 
House Repairs Manual described how 
squatters could adapt space to suit their 
needs as part of this illegal building 
occupation. Most of these alterations 
occurred inside buildings beyond the prying 
eyes of authorities.  
 
A collaged image of William making a speech at our official stair opening, attended by neighbors and friends. 
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, based on original photos courtesy of Graham Meltzer and unknown 
source. 
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When photographing our house, Graham Meltzer nicknamed our project the Red House. This was reference not 
only to the external color scheme but to the convivial approach used at a well known architectural project: the 
Red House, Bexleyheath, Kent 1859, by Philip Webb for William Morris. This Red House, so called because of its 
use of red bricks, was made collaboratively by Morris, his wife and friends working on site. William Morris was 
known for both his theories of design and his manufacture of decorative objects, including his designs for 
wallpaper and fabric. Morris advocated for hand-crafted technologies and lamented the loss of vernacular 
construction skills due to increasingly industrialization and mass-production *. The making and decoration of the 
Red House interiors incorporated interior decoration and hand-made details such as painting and needlework, 
executed by Morris’ friends and family. 
 
Living in a project site has both positive and negative dimensions related to change and compartmentalization. 
On the negative side, life and building are so intertwined that everything appears in a constant state of flux. On 
the positive side, we question the segregated way of life reflected in the segregated approach to design and 
construction. Our life inside Avebury St reinforces a more dynamic view of life than that suggested by hierarchical 
architectural practice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Although he was generally opposed to 
industrialization, Morris recognized that there 
were some situations, such as making plain 
woven cloth, in which it was better to use 
machine manufacturing rather than hand-
crafted approaches (Marcus 2005, p. 21). 
Morris’ approach was a reaction to a 
segregated approach to both society and 
building design (Willis 1999, pp. 206-209). Even 
so, Morris’ general opposition to manufacturing 
technologies exposed a paradox. Morris 
wanted to make design accessible to the 
masses, but his designs were ironically very 
expensive to produce because of the time 
involved in making their bespoke details.  
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Unlike William Morris’ Red house, Avebury St is nether a bespoke nor seminal architectural project, but was nevertheless 
made as a collaborative, weekend experiment in a similar vein to the Morris project. 
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interior fitout 
 
The next site involves a specific area of practice inside the home: interior fitout. As discussed in the ideas and 
methods sections, most of the Avebury St modifications involved non-structural interior finishes, colors and 
furniture. Interior decoration and ornamentation are sometimes seen as the poor cousins of architecture and 
design in design literature *. This happens for a number of reasons. Design is often equated with making spaces, 
and decoration with the superfluous application of surface treatments and objects within an already existing 
space. Gender also effects perceptions of style, taste and decoration; with the feminine associated with 
decoration and masculinity with architecture. A similar tension exists between built objects and manual labour. 
Maintenance and making are often seen as subsequent to the development of a design idea. As maintenance 
involves manual labour, it is often thought of as inferior to the higher intellectual activity of designing. This is 
especially relevant as decorators make their own objects, further associating them with labour rather than design. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Objects on display behind a red polycarbonate 
door.  
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* Malcolm Miles (2000), Mark Wigley (1995) 
and Penny Sparke (1995) speculate on the 
differences between design and decoration. 
They refer to the inferior view of decoration 
advocated by many modernist architects and 
writers. This hierarchical view of design and 
architecture also affects other activities. 
Building, making and maintenance are often 
invisible activities performed by a service 
industry, servicing the higher-status design and 
art industries (Forty 2000, p. 138; Kwon 2002, 
p. 19). In her 1973 maintenance art 
performances, Artist Mierle Laderman Ukeles 
criticised the invisible nature of art gallery 
maintenance, which she equated with 
housework and mother work (Ukeles 1969). 
 
Avebury St: a merging of decoration, surface materials and existing structure. 
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, from original photos courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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gardens 
 
The last site used at Avebury St was its gardens, though used to a lesser extent than the internal fitout. This was 
because Matthew and I were more experienced with furnishings, furniture and buildings than garden projects. 
Similar to the divide between design and decoration, theorists often differentiate between landscape design and 
gardening *. Landscape design is usually associated with professional activities, while gardening is associated 
with non-professionals and homemakers. We made substantial changes to the Avebury St landscape site by 
creating fences, minor garden edges and courtyards. We could make these changes ourselves as these 
elements did not constitute building work according to the local Building Act. Fences and retaining walls of a 
certain dimension did not require building approval at the time. Our garden interventions were a continuation of 
previous projects by former student tenants and occupant-owner landscape architect Ros Woodburn. Ros 
planted a number of native trees on the site which provide privacy, shade and amenity to humans and fauna alike 
– native birds, insects, lizards, possums and the occasional owl take refuge in the garden. The previous tenants 
had changed the garden levels with clay-pipe retaining walls.  These pipes, though poorly constructed, created 
terrace conditions for us to work with and reinforce. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                          NORTH GARDEN 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
         
 
an emerging design idea: 
the tree house 
Working with the existing garden and trees helped 
us develop the internal qualities reminiscent of a tree 
house. The living areas were opened up to the 
northern treed garden through internal doors and 
windows. This capitalized on existing site conditions 
such as summer breezes and existing native trees. 
Floor plan diagram, based on 2008 as-built floor 
plan. 
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Recycled garden stakes became balustrades to the existing deck, and define the edge of a lower courtyard.   
Source: Photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer. 
 
 
* In his current doctoral project, academic 
Julian Raxworthy (2005) differentiates between 
professional designing and gardening in 
landscape theory and practice. Raxworthy 
believes gardening is a medium through which 
projects develop and change over time. 
A collaborative fencing project. 
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By being part of the Avebury St project, I have witnessed first-hand how interior practice is not necessarily 
constrained by working inside an existing building shell and structure. This is largely because of the accessible 
and inexpensive materials we used. As we had no budget for major renovations, we focused on repair and 
maintenance. This meant we constrained our material palette to small, often recycled, quantities. Instead of 
stockpiling vast amounts of new materials, we could also purchase or scavenge items as required. It is easy to 
experiment with recycled and found materials because they are inexpensive, so there are less financial 
consequences if experiments fail. Recycled materials also have unique, specific qualities missing in many mass-
produced items.  
 
Professionals often limit their practices to certain materials and forms associated with their areas of expertise. For 
example, architects manipulate building form and structure, while interior designers work with colors and finishes. 
Some practitioners reject narrow definitions of architectural practice, arguing that architecture can be manifested 
in any media referring to the inhabitation of space *. Working with decorative materials and surfaces at Avebury 
St helped us see that space can be altered with DIY materials without needing to alter building structure per se. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
materials   
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
      Longitudinal section 
an emerging design idea: 
the outdoor room 
This approach emerged from simple changes to 
cladding materials and joinery, that resulted in the 
better visual connections between internal spaces, the 
deck and garden. We made larger, sliding doors 
between the dining room and deck. We also removed 
some unnecessary fibro cladding, replacing it with 
transparent polycarbonate sheeting. The outdoor room 
effect was enhanced through making the deck feel 
more enclosed, by adding other materials to the edge 
of the building, including; a timber batten stair 
balustrade that also framed the lower courtyard; and a 
canvas awning over the existing deck.  
Section diagram, based on 2008 as-built section. 
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* Architects have described architecture as 
existing in a range of mediums and materials 
related to spatial inhabitation. Their suggestions 
include; literature (Forty 2000, p. 41); installation 
art (Mitchell 1993, p. 89; Hill 1998b, p. 148; Willis 
1999, p. 107; Schulz-Dornburg 2000, p. 15); 
manufacture (Callicott 2005, p. 69); and even 
project funding proposals (Shonfield 2001, p. 13). 
Using these mediums, architects can experiment 
freely with materials that are excremental to their 
professional norms and, often, legislative 
constraints. Lerup (1977) argues that when 
architects are involved in the construction and 
inhabitation of a site, they can make architecture 
of materials normally excluded from studio-based 
practice, such as fabric and art installations (p. 
151). ‘Since the activist-architect partakes in the 
life of the situation, he or she may partake in the 
construction and application of the whole 
spectrum of spatial devices’ (Lerup 1977, p. 151). 
In a similar vein, architects such as Shigeru Ban 
take an everyday material - cardboard tubing - 
and transform it into an architectural application; 
in this case, using cardboard tubes as building 
structure. Ban uses materials that some architects 
would have rejected as too impermanent or 
inappropriate for use in buildings (Sato 2000, p. 
54). Using experimental technologies alone does 
not guarantee an experimental building, because 
buildings using experimental materials can still be 
procured in a conventional manner. 
 
Like decorative interior elements, gardens can become architectural materials, especially incrementally and experimentally. 
Source: Digitally-manipulated image by the author, based on original diagram by Matthew Dixon and photo by Graham Meltzer. 
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furniture-buildings 
 
When people have limited opportunities to alter buildings, they often turn their attention to free-standing and built-
in furniture. Furniture projects are relatively inexpensive and usually involve less risk than altering building 
structure. I call the next category of materials, furniture-buildings, because occupants – often designers - can turn 
furniture into mini-building projects inside existing buildings over which they have little control *. As undergraduate 
students in rental accommodation, my partner and I had limited means to customize our accommodation. We 
created several house-like furniture items to define space, and to create our own little buildings. Our first furniture 
project was The House of the Robes (1995), a bedhead and wardrobe. It was made with timber sourced from the 
rental property and adjacent bush reserve. A subsequent project was The House of the Scholar (1995), based on 
a discarded crate. It contained a computer and desk. Both projects and their titles were inspired by the physical 
works of Walter Pichler, an artist who made several structures to accommodate his sculptures on his rural 
property in Austria. His projects include the Häuser für die Stelen, or the House for the Stelen, built to 
accommodate the Stelen sculptures (Achleitner 1993).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Furniture buildings by the author and Matthew Dixon.  
The House of the Scholar (1995), desk and writing 
loft. 
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* Furniture and small buildings are 
sometimes described as poetic expressions 
of human identity, enabling people to create 
miniature worlds. Ann Cline (1997) argues 
the value of small buildings such as garden 
sheds, huts, cubby houses and garden tea-
houses. These small buildings have their 
precedent in cabinets of curiosity or studiola, 
common in the fourteenth century. Inside 
these cabinets, people displayed important, 
inspirational objects (Cline 1997, p. 39). 
Phenomenologist Gaston Bachelard (1994) 
also devotes a chapter of his text The 
Poetics of Space to the special, expressive 
qualities of wardrobes.  
 
Mini-buildings: The House for the Robes, a wardrobe / bedhead made from recycled materials inside our rental 
accommodation.  
Source: Photo courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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Like their non-professional counterparts, designers can enjoy customising standard interior products, 
transforming them into one-off pieces when they have limited means to alter building structure. Friends and fellow 
designers Chris Brisbin and Kirstin Tocker did this inside their family-owned apartment. As they could not change 
the building itself, they defined spaces within the apartment through customised IKEA EXPEDIT bookshelves. 
This customization of IKEA furniture has recently been described as IKEAhacking *, whereby the object’s original 
function is customized to suit a situation. IKEA customisation happens for a variety of reasons. Householders 
may have only one component of a complete furniture item, such as a table top, so have to add another 
component to make it work. Alternatively, there may be insufficient space to accommodate a standard item, such 
as a bookshelf, so the item is cut to size. Some “hacks” have a sustainable or artistic dimension, such as the 
stereo speaker combing recycled speakers and salad bowls; and the short film about Dracula shot in an IKEA 
store. 
 
The idea of hacking implies a subversive activity of radically challenging a system (usually capitalist societies) 
and often for ideological purposes. The IKEA hacks on the blog present a different view as they are not an 
undermining of the IKEA company, nor the original IKEA product designer’s intentions. There is no reference to 
the designer or, in most instances, the range of applications built into the original IKEA item. Nor is there a 
critique of the commercialised or global activities of IKEA. The slick photographs of the well-made hacks arguably 
extend the IKEA consumerist ideology. 
 
At Avebury St, we did not set out to deliberately subvert the IKEA system but initially changed products for two 
different, though interrelated, reasons. The first reason relates to limited materials resources. We have acquired 
inexpensive items from the IKEA “bargain bin” section at our local retailer that, although not what we initially 
wanted, were easily modified. An example of this can be seen in the children’s bedroom, when we maximised the 
use of two, slightly damaged LACK bookshelves. We cut the shelves in half and affixed them to different wall 
locations, which both suited our limited budget and limited space.  This is the second reason for changing IKEA 
products: limited floor and wall space for freestanding objects. This requires us to think laterally about storage 
problems, cutting down objects to fit into a space. Even though not ideologically motivated, customising IKEA to 
make “architecture” is an uncommon activity for designers.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Two impressions of furniture and customization by 
designers Kirstin Tocker and Chris Brisbin. 
Above:  Customizing an IKEA photo frame to respond to 
the author’s research on Avebury St. 
Below:  Chris and Kirstin’s proposal for a small, furniture-
like building in the rear of Avebury St site. 
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* Advertising copywriter Mei Mei Yap promotes 
the customization of IKEA products through her 
IKEAhacker blog http://ikeahacker.blogspot.com/. 
While IKEA creates a system of mixing and 
matching its elements, such as cupboard door 
handles and frames, Yap believes some people 
take the approach further through hacking or 
repurposing (Green 2007a, p. 3). Hacking 
involves combining IKEA elements with other 
objects or components, or physically changing or 
cutting IKEA elements to create a new 
configuration. Anyone can submit their hacks for 
consideration on the website, although Yap has 
the final say on whether they are included. In 
theory, Yap’s website is not linked to IKEA. In 
practice, the website includes hyperlinks to IKEA 
products and advertising. The items included in 
the website are presented as neat, finished 
objects rather than critical deconstructions of 
IKEA products, thus lacking the ideological 
motivations associated with other uses of the term 
“hacking”. In an expanded version of the original 
New York Times article on IKEAhacking, 
Penelope Green (2007b) associates hacking and 
object repurposing with architectural activities, 
such as transforming shipping containers into 
buildings (p. 21). She points out that it is the IKEA 
furniture hacking that has been popular with the 
DIY scene, rather than the former examples of 
site-specific adaptation. This is not surprising, as 
furniture hacking involves modification by future 
users, whereas the latter are objects designed 
and made by professionals – an approach not 
presented as easily replicable by do-it-yourselfers. 
 
Working inside an apartment: “IKEAhack” by Chris Brisbin and Kirstin Tocker. Brisbin and Tocker customized an EXPEDIT 
shelf and two LACK bookshelves, to create an office area within an open-plan room. 
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flexible joinery 
 
The next related category of materials is flexible joinery, referring to our approach to built-in furniture within 
Avebury St . Instead of changing the building footprint, we looked for opportunities to improve the way existing 
spaces worked, in particular, maximizing natural light, ventilation and floor plan efficiency. This meant replacing 
non-structural room partitions with built-in furniture, windows and doors. It was easy to demolish the original 
partitions because they were non-structural and did not contain any plumbing or electrical services.  
 
Many buildings with moveable elements fail when relying on expensive, onerous technologies *. Sometimes, 
simple DIY elements can provide an equivalent, inexpensive solution to moveable joinery. Doors are easy to 
operate and install, unlike expensive, technological solutions for moveable walls. Simple alterations to internal 
divisions and external materials have visually and physically blurred the boundaries between inside and outside. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The centrally-located children’s bedroom has internal 
doors and windows so that it can be opened for 
daytime playing, and closed for nighttime sleeping.  
Source: Photo courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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* Relying on technology to make buildings 
flexible can be flawed. As previously discussed, 
many of the flexible approaches to building in 
the 1960s and 1970s relied on unusual, 
expensive structures that were difficult to alter 
and maintain (Forty 2000). For example, 
architect Cedric Price created the Inter-Action 
Centre building that could, in theory, be 
extended by future occupants. In reality, the 
experimental structure required significant 
maintenance (Forty 2000, p. 137).  
 
 
An internal window between the children’s bedroom and the kitchen at Avebury St makes a great pretend shop.  
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Display and storage units have always been used by non-professionals to personalize houses, even when this is 
contrary to the building aesthetic set up by its designers or architects *. Strategically placed furniture can also 
define and create rooms in open-plan areas. This shows how internal functioning and room layout is not 
completely restricted or defined by existing building structure. Furniture also has temporal quality compared to 
building structure. We tried many different internal layouts using moveable screens, door panels and shelving 
units. Flat-pack furniture is relatively easily disassembled and reconfigured. It is harder and more dangerous to 
spontaneously manipulate building structure, which requires specialized engineering knowledge, skills and heavy 
construction tools. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
an emerging idea: the wall  
The use of shelves as walls solved internal storage problems, and divides public living from private spaces (wardrobe room, 
bedroom and bathroom).  The existing garden also required some soil stabilisation via small retaining walls. The net effect of 
these interventions was a wall “spine”, running South-North - from inside the house and out into the garden - where it 
transformed into seats, and low retaining walls adjacent the car space. Instead of being a framed element dividing space, the 
“wall” became a series of devices that could be used, like storage. This was another example of a design approach or idea 
emerging from – rather than determining - the confluence of materials, site conditions and needs.  
Floor plan diagram, based on 2008 as-built site plan. 
 
            
    rear street 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
         
 
 
 
                  front street 
 
   SITE PLAN 
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* Interior objects, surfaces and decorations are 
often seen as unnecessary and inferior to the 
quality of space and function defined by 
architecture (Miles 2000, p. 80).Yet furniture 
plays an important role in personalizing spaces. 
Many twentieth century modernist advocates 
tried to eradicate the decorative traditions 
popular within Victorian era dwellings. This did 
not restrict the building inhabitants from trying 
to define their own spaces within these 
buildings. In open-plan, modernist houses of 
the 1950s, American housewives deployed 
shelving units with open backs to showcase 
decorative items, and to divide up larger spaces 
into smaller ones (Sparke 1995, p. 179).  
  
Above, left: A storage unit placed within a sleepout space acts as an internal wall, creating a new wardrobe room. 
Furniture-partitions are popular with non-professionals because they are relatively easy to assemble and remove at a 
later date, if required. 
Above, right: Experimenting with furniture and object display at Avebury St!  
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transparent and translucent skins 
 
Surface materials play an important role in defining internal and external building qualities, particularly on single-
skin buildings where an external wall cladding is exposed internally. The advantage of these surface materials is 
their accessibility to the DIY maker. Transparent and translucent skins are the next category of materials used at 
Avebury St. By changing solid external wall claddings to translucent and transparent materials, we have radically 
altered building qualities both inside the building and outside in the Avebury streetscape, without changing the 
existing structure. The existing timber-framed walls were originally clad with old fibro sheeting on the outside, and 
with chipboard or fibro on the inside. This created cavities filled with dust and grime. We removed both linings 
and replaced them with a single, external layer of either flat or corrugated clear polycarbonate sheeting. The 
qualities of translucent and transparent material parallel the changing natural and artificial light conditions. At 
night, internal lights shone through the external sheeting onto the street, altering the streetscape qualities. Inside, 
the clear sheeting provided garden views as well as improving natural daylight. While cladding materials are 
readily changed by occupants during building material upgrades without violating building regulations, there are 
some situations when changing building colors and finishes violate character provisions in local planning areas. 
Fortunately, Avebury St was not affected by heritage regulations. Furthermore, the original, though old and 
damaged, cladding was made of asbestos-free fibre cement. This meant we could replace it ourselves without 
the serious health risks involved with asbestos panels. Internal building qualities can also be altered when a 
transparent or translucent material replaces a previously solid skin.  
 
At Avebury St, we used transparent and translucent sheeting materials to line internal walls and doors. We 
replaced damaged chipboard wall partitions in the centrally-located children’s bedroom with cupboards clad in 
recycled, white polycarbonate sheeting. The translucent materials reflected and diffused light whilst proving 
privacy. At night, artificial lights inside the bedroom caused the centre of the family home to symbolically “glow”. 
We used the same material approach to kitchen pantry doors. Due to limited floor space, we had to fix cupboards 
over part of a high window providing natural light and external views. By using transparent red polycarbonate 
sheeting as door fronts, we could still admit and filter interesting afternoon sunlight. The doors also screened the 
messy objects within the shelves. The red polycarbonate sheet was a manufacturer’s offcut sourced from local 
recycling shop Reverse Garbage, so was also a sustainable material choice. The material has some 
maintenance issues: the material is brittle and can snap; and traditional cupboard door hinges come lose 
because there is insufficient material to attach to. We solved both problems by strengthening the doors with 
timber stiles and using different “T” hinges. 
 
 
Replacing old fibro cladding with timber batten 
screens and transparent polycarbonate.  
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When lit internally at night, the house glows like a lantern, due to transparent and translucent cladding.  
Source: Photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer. 
 
 
 
Old, solid (asbestos-free) fibre cement panels, visible 
on the right, replaced with polycarbonate cladding and 
timber screening, visible on the left. 
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repurposed materials 
 
The final category of materials used at Avebury St was repurposed materials: new or salvaged materials used in 
a different way to their original function *. We salvaged many materials from construction site bins, recycled 
shops or the house itself. Unique project qualities emerge when using found and recycled materials, particularly 
when they are used in different ways form their original intention *. For example, we demolished non-structural 
timber walls and lining to open up interior spaces, later reusing the timber as a loft balustrade. It is hard to 
incorporate specific recycled objects uncovered during construction work unless the design is developed during 
construction, as it was at Avebury St. This design-by-building approach also accommodates the sporadic and 
unpredictable supply of useful recycled materials. As our project progressed, we found and used materials from 
local construction site bins and demolition shops. My partner Matthew is the driving force behind this approach, 
describing it as ‘recycled material liberation’ (Dixon 2005), as we invent new functions for discarded materials. 
Working with others “garbage” encourages change –it is cheap and accessible.  
 
We even used recycled materials to copy IKEA furniture technology and details, which is, in itself, an IKEA 
strategy. To manufacture its LACK shelves and tables, IKEA adapted hollow-core door construction techniques to 
make the products lightweight and easy to transport *.  We repurposed for a different reason. We cut up 
inexpensive, recycled doors to create our bedroom cupboards, matching adjacent LACK bookshelves: a case of 
a global company inspiring a one-off sustainable product. The stainless steel, wall-mounted storage boxes are 
another example of reclaimed rubbish. We found a discarded air conditioning duct in a city construction bin, and 
cut up the long duct into sections to form useful and industrially-styled shelves in the bathroom/laundry. 
 
Aside from using recycled materials, there are many other examples of new and second-hand object repurposing 
at Avebury St . We used new copper plumbing pipes and stump tie-down brackets to fix the loft timber dowel 
balustrade to the wall. We also made lamp shades from different recycled objects. In the front sleepout, we used 
a recycled fishing basket as a temporary lamp. In another temporary experiment, we concealed a fluorescent 
kitchen light by suspending several IKEA timber dish racks. We also relocated objects that have outlived their 
original application. When we renovated our bathroom and installed a teak floor, we no longer needed our IKEA 
timber bathmats. They became external privacy and security screens around window openings, sitting alongside 
other screens made of hardwood garden stakes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Above: Recycled door cupboard on the left, copying 
the proportions of an original IKEA LACK bookshelf 
on the right. 
Below: Stainless steel storage boxes made by 
cutting up a discarded air-conditioning duct. 
Source: Above, courtesy of Graham Meltzer; below, 
by Matthew Dixon. 
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Detail of loft stair handrail made of copper plumbing pipe, timber broomstick dowels and concrete stump tie-downs. The 
angled batten screen / loft balustrade, visible on the right, was recycled from the original timber ceiling. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer. 
 
* Many proponents and practitioners of the 
DIY movement are interested in what has 
recently been described in the New York 
Times as ‘repurposing’ (Green 2007a, p. 2), 
whereby objects are changed and often 
functionally altered by their owners into new 
objects. While there are examples of 
repurposing on the IKEAhacker blogsite, the 
retailer itself does not sell recycled objects – 
other than old floor stock in its bargain bin 
section. IKEA does appropriate 
manufacturing technologies from other areas 
and its catalogue often points out the cost-
saving advantages of transferring 
technologies to furniture production. In a 
recent catalogue, IKEA illustrated its 
adaptation of door manufacturing technology 
to create the LACK shelving and table 
products (IKEA 2007-2008, pp. 134-135). 
IKEA’s repurposing approach is motivated by 
commercial gain rather than limited budgets, 
or the ideological or aesthetic reasons 
motivating many do-it-yourselfers. By using 
objects in different ways, Jane Rendell 
(1998) believes that we can re-imagine how 
the world defines us, and therefore the 
construct of what is outside (world) and what 
is inside (us) (p. 245). Daniel Willis (1999) 
also believes working with recycled materials 
helps architects work with the history and 
continuity of a site (p. 115). 
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As part of this research, I also repurposed some IKEA picture frames as a fieldwork research tool. After painting 
the frames red, I gave them to friends and colleagues who frequented the Avebury St project. As discussed in an 
earlier chapter on research methods, getting people to draw, map or represent familiar environments is a 
technique used in participatory design research. I asked my participants to change the frame to reflect their 
experience of the project, accompanied by a formal interview. The submissions varied dependent on the 
perceptions and construction skills of the participants. For example, our neighbor Sue Ward used the box as a 
container for her A4 written and photographic response, detailing her thoughts about the building’s history and 
future. William McMahon, who helped us design and rebuild the loft stair and bathroom, replaced the MDF frame 
back with the same white, recycled acrylic sheeting used in the under-stair cupboard doors. Inside the box, 
William installed an angled copper pipe and timber dowel element, to represent the angled loft stair. On the side 
of the frame, he wrote the words “apostolate”, “communicate” and “hand-foraged” to represent his experiences of 
the social and material dimensions of the project. My partner Matthew built another level on the frame 
incorporating a folded mirror surface to represent the multi-faceted nature of the project. Finally, designer friends 
Chris Brisbin and Kirstin Tocker turned the frame into a child’s puzzle of painted and stained timber pieces that 
could be assembled in different ways. They also used IKEA candle holders as legs to stabilize the frame. Their 
response referred not only to the fact that I was pregnant with our first child at the time, but rather the ever-
changing material conditions of our project. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Matthew Dixon’s box literally reflects complex 
views of the Avebury St project: it incorporates a 
mirrored board. The lower image shows the 
second tier Matthew built to represent subsequent 
garden projects. 
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William McMahon customizing his IKEA picture frame, to convey his experiences of Avebury St. He used left-over 
materials from the loft stair which he helped construct. 
 
 
These pictures of IKEA LACK shelves at Avebury 
St appeared on the IKEAhacker blog on 21 
January 2008, under the heading ‘use lack 
shelves to add storage and interest to a room’. 
Source: Courtesy of Mei-Mei Yap (Jules) / 
http://ikeahacker.blogspot.com (2008). 
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I introduced this chapter with three key questions that guided my investigation of the Avebury St project. The 
following responses highlight the key issues from this investigation: 
 
• What ideas underpin this ephemeral, evolving approach to residential design? 
Designer-maker-occupants can treat spaces as changing, ephemeral, provisional entities. Environments are 
created by multiple influences, and to embrace and work this multiplicity requires designers to adopt a design 
approach that is also collaborative, unstructured and contingent. Designer-maker-occupants can be 
uninhibited by fixed design ideas, materials or representational drawings, working instead with builders and 
circumstances that appear on site. 
• What techniques and materials enable resident occupants to create their projects? 
Designers bring their knowledge of space and structure to their DIY techniques of procurement. Designer-
maker-occupants use methods and materials that can be easily accessed and assembled using simple tools. 
Materials are sourced during each phase of the project, guiding the design of each element. Standard DIY 
products are customized to each project. Recycled materials and objects are often used because they are 
inexpensive and therefore easily discarded, if necessary, at a later date. Recycled materials also create 
individual, hand-crafted projects.  
• Are there specific projects better suited to this experimental design approach? 
To work in this dynamic way, designers work in sites and on projects outside of their normal architectural 
project briefs – designing furniture, decoration and temporary art, often within their own homes. There are 
many projects associated with residential buildings that reveal how buildings are constantly changing and 
evolving as part of everyday life. Using interior elements that are easily changed by their inhabitants, enables 
spaces as a whole to evolve to suit its issues associated with inhabitation. Like interior decoration and 
furnishings, garden maintenance also enables residents to accommodate their changing circumstances.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
summary 
A legitimate design practice or unusual house? 
Avebury St as portrayed by the Courier Mail Home 
Magazine in a weekend home supplement. 
Source: Photo on the cover by Graham Meltzer; 
article by Cindy Lord (2004). 
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Many of the actions at Avebury St would normally be described as home maintenance or occupation rather than 
designing, such that they remain largely unregulated. Registered architects are legally bound to conform to the 
codes of practice, which govern issues such as variations and changes to design *. There are many complex 
issues and building elements discussed in client meetings that are represented in the architectural drawings. 
Changing these elements increases the potential for misinterpretations and disagreements. However, 
maintenance activities and homemaking work do not involve complex drawings and contracts, other than some 
DIY assembly diagrams. The relationships between the parties involved usually extend from convivial, familial 
and friendship social relations rather than professional arrangements. Professional practice cannot change to 
include, and by association, potentially legalise experimental, spontaneous construction – that is, to make these 
activities norms of designing. This would inhibit their dynamic, experimental nature, as well as potentially 
exposing professionals to formal risk in all areas of life, including building inhabitation. However, it is limiting to 
see these activities as isolated from, inferior and subsequent to architectural design. They are potential examples 
of a building’s capacity for excess, ‘in which the “more” is not cast off but made central, in which expenditure is 
sought out, in which instability, fluidity…consumption as much as production, act as powerful forces ‘(Grosz 2001, 
p. 163). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Professional practice often downplays 
changing needs and circumstances to prioritize 
financial and legal concerns. The Royal 
Australian Institute of Architects or RAIA (2006) 
produces documents that govern the 
professional practices of a registered architect, 
with an emphasis on controlling and limiting 
changes during the construction process. This 
aims to ensure that the client receives a 
building that is financially and functionally 
planned in advance, and that, hopefully, the 
architect will not be responsible for time and 
cost overruns related to design changes and 
miscommunications. 
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Avebury St was constrained to mainly interior work, and - with the exception of plumbers, electricians and friend-
cabinetmakers - done with limited involvement of other trades people. I wanted to explore a subsequent fieldwork 
project which involved paid contractors and more extensive, new building work. Selvalegre is the Brisbane 
bayside home of architectural academic Pedro Guedes and his artist partner Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes.  The 
name Selvalegre comes from two Portuguese terms that mean “happy jungle”. Work on their home began in the 
late 1995, three years prior to our moving into Avebury St as tenants. I did not fully appreciate the ephemeral, 
experimental nature of this project until 2003, after we experienced their recently-constructed, distinctive outdoor 
shower. The unique and unexpected appearance of this project hinted at way of working atypical of commercial 
practice. The initial building work involved basic excavation, structural changes and re-stumping, resembling the 
work typical of renovating and raising a timber Queensland house. On closer examination, even this initial work 
developed through a design process uncharacteristic of commercial practice. Instead of following a set 
masterplan drawing supervised by a professional project manager, the work evolved on site with individual 
contractors, such as the bobcat operator. The building also developed incrementally, with novel new elements 
appearing each time I visited the site. Pedro and Dianne increasingly incorporated recycled and unusual objects 
into the building, giving it an increasingly distinctive character: such as the antique mirror that forms an internal 
window. As an artist, Dianne treated elements of the interior and its garden as ephemeral projects, particularly in 
the way she displayed objects in and outside the home.  
 
Like Avebury St, much of the work happened within the confines of the interior. However, the project was also 
different. Pedro and Dianne employed contractors to assist them with individual projects. One of these projects, 
the reconstruction of the garage, involved construction of a new structure within the existing building footprint; this 
was unlike any projects at Avebury St. I had the opportunity to treat Selvalegre as a conforming case study, 
extending my knowledge of the Avebury St design processes in critical conversations with an experienced 
architect / academic and artist. My family and I had regular and unique opportunities to watch these changes first-
hand, even house-sitting during the 2003 Christmas period. 
 
The experimental, ephemeral nature of some 
home renovations. 
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, 
from originals by Graham Meltzer and the author. 
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                 buildings:   
fieldwork project 2 
 
Covers the ideas and approaches used at the Selvalegre residence. 
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introduction 
 
This chapter focuses on the Selvalegre residential project, its influences and project precedents. Selvalegre is home 
to architectural academic Pedro Guedes and artist Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes. Selvalegre became a confirming study 
for the research on Avebury St, due to several similarities: the project involved renovation and repair of an existing 
timber-framed house; designing evolved on site over time and through construction; the inhabitants acted as 
designers and, to some extent, makers; most of the work involved interior fitout and gardening; and many of the 
materials were recycled or repurposed. Selvalegre also presented different research insights. While at Avebury St, 
most or nearly all the work was done by the occupants or friend-volunteers, Pedro and Dianne often paid trades 
people to help them. Furthermore, Selvalegre involved new structural work, replacing the entire garage, and minor 
extensions to the internal floor plan - albeit within the verandah and, therefore, the existing building footprint. As with 
Avebury St, this is an ongoing building project which began for Pedro and Dianne in 1995 when they moved to 
Australia. Before moving into the house, they raised the building, excavated underneath and built a lower level that 
was fitted-out over time. Pedro and Dianne have also built parts of the project themselves, acting at different times 
as novice carpenters, painters, plumbers and gardeners. While Pedro trained as an architect in London, he is not 
registered in Australia. Nevertheless, he brings his training to the Selvalegre project.  
 
Three main focus questions guided the research on Selvalegre, and these questions will be discussed in the 
chapter summary: 
 
• Which ideas underpin an ephemeral approach to building design? 
• Is it possible to establish certain conditions in a project to allow it to grow and evolve over time? 
• Are there specific materials, techniques and projects that designers focus on when make an evolving, 
experimental building? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The existing building / site, Selvalegre, taken at the 
beginning of the project, @1995. 
Above: Entry from rear laneway. 
Below: Main street entry, after the building had been 
raised on steel posts. 
Source: Photos courtesy of Pedro Guedes and Dianne 
D’Alpoim Guedes. 
 
 
         
                                                                   buildings                      211 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Three images showing changes to Selvalegre. From left, entry from laneway via new deck / refurbished verandah; view from reconstructed garage; Southern corner of existing house, 
painted pillar box “red”, a colour reminiscent of Dianne’s Peking childhood. 
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key ideas 
All of the key ideas underpinning this chapter relate to concepts of building and DIY production, and, as such, are 
interrelated to the practical methods, sites and materials discussed later in the chapter. There are four main ideas 
that highlight the approach to design at Selvalagre: active dwelling; unfinished building; bricolage; and impromptu 
architecture. These ideas emerged during fieldwork analysis and are also summarised in the theories chapter.  
 
active dwelling 
 
The first key idea is active dwelling: involving the active creation of one’s environment as part of everyday life. This 
idea is composed of two conceptual terms discussed in previous chapters. The first term, active, or activation, refers 
to the direct physical involvement of an occupant in the making of a space. The second term, dwelling, refers to the 
existential connections people have with their buildings. Architectural theorist Lars Lerup fuses these two concepts 
in his book Building the Unfinished: Architecture and Human Action (1977) *. To make a home, building occupants – 
or, as Lerup calls them, ‘activists’ (p. 89) - must be directly involved in its creation: and this involvement happens on 
an ongoing basis. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Active dwelling is an idea about creating one’s home 
in a hands-on manner.  
Below: Even activists need a break: catching up on 
research. Selvalegre also accommodates a home 
office and printmaking studio for the occupant’s own 
use. 
Source: Above, photo by the author; below, courtesy 
of Pedro Guedes and Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes. 
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  LEGEND OF INDIVIDUAL PROJECT SEQUENCE 
  raise and re-stump existing house, 
  enclose lower level as studio / bedrooms 
 
  abandoned street entry stair project 
 
  outdoor shower on lower level 
 
  reconstruction of existing garage 
 
  new / refurbished kitchen 
   
extension of verandah / entry deck / stair 
 
  internal window with Regency architrave, circa 1810 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   lane 
 
 
   N 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
              street 
 
          site plan 
an evolving project sequence 
The Selvalegre project developed incrementally in response to the residents needs, desires and circumstances, rather 
than according to an overarching masterplan. This meant some projects were abandoned, like the proposal for a grand 
stair on the street side; Pedro and Dianne preferred the Northern, bayside lane entry. Some projects overlapped, 
particularly smaller projects such as painting and finishing. 
Source: above left, diagram by author based on elevation diagram courtesy of Pedro Guedes; above right, site plan 
diagram, by author. 
 
* Many theorists argue that architecture can 
be made by occupants, not only “official” 
architects, when these occupants are active 
in building creation. Daniel Willis (1999) calls 
this approach ‘active architecture’ (p. 99), 
thus associating building with action and 
change. Lars Lerup (1977) also argues for 
the activist building occupant or dweller. This 
association challenges conservative, static 
interpretations of dwelling theory. Many 
critics of the dwelling concept, such as 
Korosec-Serfaty (1985), point out that it is 
usually defined through traditional, static 
building forms – such as Martin Heidegger’s 
(1977) descriptions of dwelling in a German 
Black Forest cabin. This static view denies 
other versions of home such as nomadic or 
homeless states.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
western elevation  
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unfinished building 
 
The next related key idea is unfinished building. This term highlights the need to fine-tune buildings over time. This, 
in turn, means that buildings are never truly finished or static *. Unfinished buildings may achieve a degree of 
completion, but there will always be some on-site adjustment, even if this is minor. This adjustment happens in most 
buildings, not juts finished buildings, though the difference in the latter example is the acceptance of fine-tuning as a 
design strategy. In the former case, occupants may initiate new projects within or around their buildings as their 
personal circumstances change; for example, to accommodate an unexpected relative or new baby. Many people 
do not think of buildings as changing entities, and will commission architects to design a finished, often highly 
detailed building “product”. This suits a commercialized view of architecture. In reality, buildings are subject to 
complex, multiple, shifting influences like climate and mortgage interest rates. These influences cannot be easily 
packaged into a neat, discrete, unchanging architectural product.    
 
Unfinished buildings are not necessarily unusable or functionally incomplete because they achieve what Galfetti 
(1999) describes as ‘completeness’ (p. 17). It is more appropriate to discuss these projects in terms of evolution 
rather than resolution and finitude, as they are always changing. Unfinished buildings achieve completeness when 
large projects or jobs within the project are, at least temporarily, resolved. This project-based approach happened at 
Selvalegre, as individual jobs happened according to available time and funds, often reflective of Pedro’s teaching 
semesters. Projects were completed as rooms or elements within rooms, such as the outdoor shower and kitchen 
refurbishment. Some projects are larger than others, particularly those involving walls or structure such as the 
reconstruction of the garage posts and cladding; the recent kitchen and deck replacement structure, and internal 
and external cladding in @2005; and kitchen fitout in @2006. Smaller projects followed, such as internal windows 
and architraves discussed in the subsequent materials section. The first earthworks on the project began over a 
decade ago, and yet the building is still awaiting its final coat of paint. Unfinished, evolving buildings may also 
appear to take longer to make, even if this is not the case. This is because designers of these spaces work with 
situations arising during building inhabitation: a stage normally seen as subsequent to the design process. 
 
 
 
 
 
We can think of unfinished buildings like 
Selvalegre growing like the natural landscape in 
which it sits.  
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Unfinished buildings continuously change and grow. 
 
 
* Both Lars Lerup (1977) and Stewart Brand 
(1994) are critical of traditional architectural 
models that produce buildings as finished 
“products”. Their unfinished building approach 
is echoed by Herman Hertzberger (1971, p. 
328)  and Christopher Alexander (Alexander et 
al 1975, p. 76), who also think buildings should 
be left, at least in part, to be completed by their 
occupants over time. Brand (1994) describes 
this approach as making buildings ‘unfinished 
but useable’ (p. 187). Similarly, Galfetti (1999) 
refers to the ongoing projects as achieving 
completeness and unity, even if they are never 
finished per se (p. 17). Lerup (1977) echoes 
this sentiment in his text about occupant-
building, aptly titled Building the Unfinished: 
Architecture and Human Action. Though not 
necessarily described in these conceptual 
terms, the unfinished building approach can be 
seen in everyday, vernacular spaces. For 
example, in 1950s America, do-it-yourselfers 
converted empty basements, garages and 
attics into home workshops (Gelber 1999, p. 
272).  
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A similar idea to unfinished buildings is anarchitecture, which has been associated with building forms that 
represent an architectural attack on beautiful, completed buildings. Anarchitecture is similar to the unfinished 
concept in that its advocates believe buildings should be created or modified by occupants, not just “outsider” 
architects *. These projects range from the hypothetical, drawn images made by architect Lebbeus Woods, to the 
“sliced” and “cut” installations by artist Gordon Matta-Clark *.  Existing buildings are literally torn apart, as seen in 
Lebbeus Woods’ drawings of architectural forms attached to, and penetrating, existing buildings. Woods’ drawings 
are usually accompanied by a written text suggesting a flexible, user-determined inhabitation of these unfamiliar 
insertions called ‘freespaces’ (Woods 1992, p. 8). In other examples, Woods draws freestanding environments that 
look like they have been assembled on site out of found materials. These evocative, beautiful, hypothetical drawings 
are beguiling artworks more than examples of new architectural production models. Even if they are inspired by 
constructions like squats, they are not actual, inhabited environments. The asymmetrical building forms drawn by 
Woods in the 1990s as examples of anarchitecture are now more familiar, and therefore common to mainstream 
architectural practice, due to advances in digitized production techniques – something Woods himself 
acknowledges (Woods 1992, p. 9). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* The term anarchitecture has been associated 
with the architect Lebbeus Woods (1992) as 
well as with a group of artists working in New 
York in 1973, including artist Gordon Matta-
Clark (de Oliveria et al 1998, p. 156). The term 
embodies a conceptual and political view of 
buildings. Matta-Clark liked the idea of 
challenging enclosed, developed or structured 
space. Matta-Clark studied architecture, but is 
better known for his art projects involving the 
physical cutting of unoccupied buildings often 
scheduled for demolition (Diserens 1993, p. 
35). Similarly, Woods is interested in messy, 
chaotic and unfinished spaces. His 
hypothetical, imaginative projects often involve 
drawings of objects that penetrate existing 
buildings and appear to be made of industrial 
and waste materials. Although he does not give 
a specific built example, theorist John 
Rajchman (2000) also refers to the anti-ordered 
freespace as part of a broader argument for 
architectural experimentation: ‘a question of 
constructing free spaces of unreguation, 
undetermined by any prior plan,  which so 
loosen an arrangement as to allow for 
sensations of something new, other affects, 
other precepts’ (p. 8). 
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    southern elevation drawing: proposed entry stair, 1995 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
an abandoned project: the stair “ruin” 
One advantage of the unfinished building approach is that projects are done incrementally. This means individual projects can be changed or abandoned if they fail to meet expectations. 
This can be seen in Pedro and Dianne’s original proposal for a “grand” entry stair facing the street address; an idea developed prior to moving into the house (refer elevation above). After 
living on the site, they realised the rear, Northern-facing lane entry was more convenient and desirable because – aside from being adjacent the garage - it captured bayside breezes in 
the Summer. As they no longer used the street entry, the stair proposal became unnecessary. All that remains of the original project are two timber stumps, installed when the house was 
raised. The stumps act like a building “ruin”, overgrown with creepers. 
Source: Left, photo by the author; right, elevation courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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bricolage 
 
The third key idea, bricolage, refers to creative, DIY assemblage of elements on site. Bricolage is the French term 
for DIY, often used in a derogatory sense to describe amateur projects, but sometimes to critique art projects *. DIY 
is usually associated with techniques of self-building, rather than being an idea per se. However, in certain political 
or ideological movements, DIY becomes a way of being and living. The DIY building is one that is initiated, designed 
and made by the occupants. DIY thinking can also affect people’s attitudes towards paid professionals and trades 
people. Some occupants may hire people to construct a building according to their set ideas or designs. Others, like 
Pedro and Dianne, will collaborate with tradespeople to develop a project, and if circumstances allow, physically 
assist in the construction. This latter example reflects DIY thinking. Not all professional trades people are open to 
the collaborative or DIY approach, as seen in the recent GSI or get-someone-in movement. Not surprisingly, GSI is 
promoted by registered contractors, professionals and insurance companies. The GSI view highlights how unusual 
the DIY ethic is amongst designers and builders alike. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Above: Events like the 1968 Paris riots 
symbolized the 1960s social and democratic ideas 
underpinning both anarchist and ecological DIY 
thinking. This photo shows anti-establishment 
graffiti on the Beaux Art building In Paris. 
Below: Pedro’s London kitchen design, using 
discarded rubbish from construction skips, instead 
of designer “fixtures”. 
Source: Photos courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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A predecessor project, Pedro and Dianne’s London kitchen refurbishment, was assembled from architectural salvage 
sourced in construction bins. Left to right: the “hot” and “cold” corbels looked down on hot and cold food preparation 
areas. 
Source: Photos courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
 
* DIY refers to a broad, often divergent range of 
theories, movements and techniques. Bricolage is 
one of these idea / practices, stemming from the 
French verb bricoleuer which means to fiddle and 
tinker (Wikipedia 2007d). A bricoleur assembles 
things or ideas and ‘then puts them together in a 
way that they were not originally designed to do’ 
(p. . Bricolage has also been used in design, art 
and cultural theory, associated in particular with 
Claude Lévi-Strauss (Roberts 1994, p. 14). For 
example, Attfield (2000) uses it to understand the 
social and cultural issues of DIY (p. 206), while 
Armstrong (2002) uses it to develop new media 
art research. DIY has been similarly associated 
with ecological and punk movements (Wikipedia 
2007a). DIY reflects a sustainable approach when 
it reduces consumption and, therefore, an 
excessive use of materials. An example of 
sustainable DIY would be making minor building 
repairs with recycled materials, instead of 
demolishing and building anew. This example is 
also reflective of what has been described as the 
punk DIY ethic (Infoshop Open Wiki 2007b), 
strongly influenced by anarchist philosophy. 
Punks like to make their own items with their often 
limited material means, which is also an 
expression of their anti-capitalist stance. 
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DIY is discussed in a variety of academic and popular media formats because it has both theoretical and practical 
implications *.  We have been making things for ourselves since the beginning of human history, which could be 
describe as DIY. Nevertheless, making is now a specialized, often poorly remunerated activity. There is a plethora 
of DIY information and products in the media, particularly on the internet, targeted at laypeople *. Larger hardware 
stores regularly conduct DIY courses, while product catalogues encourage residents to change their homes using 
their easy-to-use products. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Above: At Selvalegre, a structural belt rail above 
the bed is decorated with handmade Greek 
Orthodox icons, fixed to timber sourced from the 
local hardware store. 
Below: Detail of icon, symbolizing a prayer for a 
new house. 
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* Theorists attribute DIY popularity to different 
economic, social, technological and cultural 
influences. In post-war, 1950s America, DIY 
advertisements encouraged families to alter 
their homes, as part of togetherness, 
domesticity and post-war leisure (Sparke 1995, 
p. 171; Goldstein 1998, p. 37; Gelber 1999, p. 
275). Paul Atkinson (2006) believes there are 
many motivations for DIY. He refers to the DIY 
toy-making activities of the Victorian and 
Edwardian eras that developed out of economic 
necessity (p. 4). DIY popularity has also been 
affected by the increasing array of fittings and 
products that can be assembled with relatively 
simple skills and tools. DIY internet media 
include: online zines and magazines like 
http://makezine.com/magazine/  and The 
Family Handyman; community and self-help 
chat rooms such as 
http://au.groups.yahoo.com/group/DIYrenovatio
ns/ ; and information websites such as 
http://www.homesite.com.au and 
http://www.doityourself.com/. Hardware retailer 
Bunnings (2007) conducts regular weekend 
workshops for home renovators, with 
specialized activities for children and women. 
Product catalogues such as IKEA2007: Sort 
Your Life Out  and Howards Storage World: a 
place for everything (2006) show how items can 
be used in residential spaces. Similarly, popular 
television shows like Backyard Blitz (2000-
2007) presented laypeople with both design 
ideas and practical construction advice.  
 
The plethora of DIY information includes a vast array of catalogues tailored to the home consumer. 
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DIY empowers people to act without commissioning professionals, and several theorists have therefore associated 
DIY with democracy and democratizing processes *. DIY is hard to find in architectural literature, although it is often 
implicit in other topics related to how things are made and who makes them. These topics include self-build 
construction and design-by-making, as design decisions are made during the construction process. The relationship 
between design and making is also discussed in writings about drawing and designing. This is because drawings 
are often representations of how things might be constructed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* In her manual for DIY graphic design, Lupton 
(2006) and her students encourage laypeople 
to appropriate design knowledge and standard 
technologies found in many households, such 
as computer graphic and printing software. 
Lupton believes that people are empowered 
when they are both designer and maker, 
because design products become accessible 
and affordable. She equates design and labour 
with issues of power, status and ownership 
(Lupton 2006, pp. 24-26; Lupton and Miller 
2006). Labour was disconnected from 
architectural design because of similar issues. 
Advances in drawing techniques in the fifteenth 
century allowed architects to design projects 
away from sites (Robbins 1994). Prior to this 
time, architects acted like a builder or 
contractor on site. As a consequence of the 
split between design and construction, 
architecture was associated with building ideas 
that were represented in drawings made in the 
design studio. This split increased the social 
standing of the architect because construction 
and making were seen as inferior activities to 
intellectual endeavor at this time (Robbins 
1994, p. 15; Forty 2000, p. 30). 
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DIY Architecture? Architect Russell Hall and designer Pedro Guedes curving corrugated steel at Hall’s 
factory. They used this material for an exhibition; and, later, for Selvalegre’s mailbox, dining room 
ceiling and outdoor shower internal walls. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes and Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes. 
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impromptu architecture 
 
The final key idea, impromptu architecture, is a term describing the seemingly impromptu creation of parts of or a 
whole building on a site whilst it is being inhabited *. Lars Lerup (1977) points out that, although this design 
approach seems haphazard because there is no overriding plan, this may not be the case (p. 60). Projects often 
evolve to suit a natural order derived from experiences of landscape, climate and locally available materials. By 
living on a site over time, the occupants can witness and respond to these issues in their projects. The resulting 
project order is very different to an imposed, geometric framing usually associated with architecture and architects.  
The natural versus geometric order can be seen by comparing two neighboring, man-made environments in 
Chandigarh, India.  Nek Chand, an Indian Road Inspector, created the Rock Garden in Chandigarh. Chand created 
a large, secret and technically “illegal” garden of sculptures and earthworks from concrete, found glass and pottery 
(Rhodes 2000, p. 194). Nearby, famous architect Le Corbusier created a very different project using predetermined 
modernist and geometric forms – and a very different use of concrete. There are many other less famous examples 
of the natural order found in the handmade, recycled, vernacular, often in rural or even suburban areas.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Zaluar (2006) uses the term spontaneous 
architecture to advocate for a highly decorative 
and unique house, Casa da Flor, made by an 
untrained Brazilian man. This house was made 
largely from found or recycled objects, and did 
not follow a set design plan: hence the term 
“spontaneous”. This project is similar to other 
hand-crafted homes often described as outsider 
art or outsider environments. Outsider art refers 
to the lack of formal training by the artist 
(Rhodes 2000). Other terms referring to similar 
environments include utopian architecture 
(Galfetti 1999), visionary environments (The 
Owl House Foundation 2006), Art Brut (Rhodes 
2000), autopoetic architecture (Pendleton-
Jullian 2000), and fantasy architecture and 
imaginary architecture (Zaluar 2006). All these 
terms are used to describe visually expressive, 
hand-made environments. I prefer the term 
impromptu architecture because it focuses 
more on the methods of architectural 
production and creation, and less on a 
particular visual, formal aesthetic. 
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Is this impromptu architecture? Senhor Domingo’s house at Gião, Portugual. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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The terms fantasy and imaginary architecture have been associated with the built works of a seminal architect, 
Antonio Guadi. This association stems largely from his buildings’ expressive visual appearance, yet many of 
Guadi’s buildings were created through the kind of on-site material experimentation seen in hand-crafted houses *. 
In the case of the Sagrada Familia, Guadi also lived on the project site. When designing seminal works like the La 
Pedrera apartment block and the church and school of the Sagrada Familia in Barcelona, Guadi used scaled 
models called stereo furnicular models to develop and resolve the building structure. The hanging model, reflected 
in the floor mirror, showed the structural forces acting on the building. Antoni Guadi’s buildings respected 
engineering principles which were derived empirically by experimental construction. Guadi’s designs also developed 
on site in conversation with local artisans and craftspeople using vernacular methods. Around this same time, 
British art and architectural critic John Ruskin advocated a craft-based view of architecture, seen in his seminal 
tome The Seven Lamps of Architecture. Pedro Guedes (2006) describes Ruskin as a champion of buildings that 
evolve on site using the vernacular and craft-based methods seen in medieval construction sites. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Guadi’s testing of designs through materials 
rather than according to mathematical 
calculations has been described as empirical, 
similar to the methods used by medieval 
craftspeople. Interestingly, subsequent digital 
and structural modeling confirms the structural 
efficiency and preciseness of this approach 
(Giralt-Miracle and Marzá 1998, p. 37). A 
similar position was advocated by John Ruskin 
(1921), who wrote about the importance of craft 
and making at the turn of the twentieth century. 
Ruskin advocated for the importance of 
ornament and details, believing that human 
labor and care are evidenced in crafted 
components rather than mass-produced, 
standardized elements (p. 53). He also 
differentiated between building and architecture 
on the basis of craft: believing that architecture 
emerged from details and care in excess of 
purely functionalist concerns (p. 8). 
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The playful, slightly irreverent and visually expressive Senhor Domingo’s house at Gião, Portugual, developed and crafted over time on site by its occupant. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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methods 
I see six main approaches used at Selvalegre. Many of the methods are similar to those used at Avebury St. Each 
method enables the designer-occupants to build in a collaborative, spontaneous manner: non-planning; the 
negotiated toolbox; in-situ valuing; clandestine construction; serendipity; and drawing decay.   
   
non-planning 
 
The first method is non-planning, referring to the evolution of a project without set design ideas and project 
hierarchies. Non-planning was advocated in the late 1960s and 1970s when architects and planners became 
frustrated with the lack of power people had over their environments *. They wanted to develop techniques for 
empowering individuals to create their own environments according to their desires and needs. Suggestions ranged 
from flexible building forms that could be adjusted by occupants, to squatting and self build housing. Many of the 
ideas were utopian or unachievable, particularly when projects relied on expensive technologies and untried design 
forms. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* In the 1960s, many architects and designers 
adopted a Non-Plan (Barker 2000) approach to 
design. Many of the projects relied on 
complicated technologies, and were a failure in 
practice (Forty 2000, p. 148). The self-build 
housing movement was more successful, 
because it used simple design, construction 
methods and materials. Willing occupants were 
trained in building skills and developed their 
own houses in which they had significant 
investment. The modular, timber self-build 
houses developed by architect Walter Segal 
are a popular example of the latter approach. 
Another user-centered design alternative was 
squatting, because it could be initiated and 
controlled by the occupants – some of whom 
were architects or architectural students 
(Rendell 1998). However, as Lerup (1977) 
points out, squatting is often done in dire, illegal 
and ideally temporary circumstances. Thus, it is 
difficult to describe this as a standard practice 
model (p. 137). 
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Architects in the 1960s and 1970s played with non-
planning ideas, DIY techniques and forms.  
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In practical terms, the non-planning approach means the designer is an active participant instead of a project 
manager *. This approach could be seen at Selvalegre in two important arrangements with paid project 
collaborators. First, Pedro and Dianne did not have a comprehensive set of construction drawings for the project, 
because they wanted the project to evolve over time. As there was no masterplan, the project had to evolve on site 
through the interactions between the occupant / designer and individual contractors. Second, they did not employ a 
builder to coordinate the activities of individual trades people on site. Instead, they hired contractors directly. This 
meant they could collaborate with the contractors on site, to resolve materials, detail and even the form of project 
components. This collaborative approach is often unpopular with designers and builders because it increases the 
likelihood of unexpected, and possibly undesirable, outcomes. 
 
Many “non-planners” were interested in squatting as an example of occupant-initiated building design, because it 
involves a degree of adaptation and adjustment. Sometimes, squatting can lead to other “legitimate” practices, and 
has arguably inspired many planners, community activist and architects who lived this way in London through the 
late 1960s to the 1980s. Pedro also lived in several squats when he first moved to London, including the infamous 
Seymour buildings. Though not an original inhabitant, Pedro lived in the Seymour buildings until they were 
transformed into a building cooperative. The activist tenants campaigned for housing at a grass-roots level. Pedro 
bore witness to the daily life in the Seymour building which, although not glamorous, revealed a hands-on design 
approach different from professional practice. The Seymour squatters did not operate in a social vacuum because 
they directly affected the social and environmental fabric around them. In 1975, the buildings were transformed into 
a housing cooperative supporting the local community, and inspiring other cooperative associations. The tenants 
also viewed adjacent buildings as part of their home environment, even if this was the result of inadequate services 
such as plumbing. For example, the Seymour squatters would use the local Seymour (public) baths and had to 
campaign to delay its closure. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pedro as a student-squatter in 1970s London. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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* Lars Lerup (1977) differentiates between two 
kinds of practicing designers: the manager; and 
the activist (pp. 136-147). In a managerial 
approach to design, the architect is the primary 
project coordinator, even in participatory design 
approaches. On the other hand, the activist 
architect lives in, and contributes physical 
labour to, a project site. Living in, changing and 
constructing an existing building can appear 
quite similar to other practices like squatting. 
For example, in her occupation of an English, 
squat-like, shared household, architectural 
theorist Jane Rendell (1998) describes the 
demands of an evolving, experimental 
environment. The Seymour buildings are an 
example of a squat becoming a legitimate 
building endeavor in 1975, when the buildings 
were transformed into a housing cooperative 
that is still active today (Platt 1980, p. 5).  
 
Non-planning in action? Squatters facing developmental pressures – here in London’s Tolmer’s Square - campaign to 
retain their homes.  
Source: Image courtesy of Pedro Guedes, from Michael Bally’s article in the Times newspaper, Tuesday 10 September 
1974. 
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Non-planning and squatting – like DIY - are often associated with anarchy and anarchic theory for two reasons. 
First, anarchic activities challenge sanctioned models of design and production. Second, DIY practices reflect a 
similar social, participatory view of life seen in libertarian or anarchic theory. Pedro and Dianne’s early life 
experiences exposed them to practical, socially-motivated examples of anti-establishment thinking. They both lived 
in volatile, Apartheid-dominated South Africa. Pedro attended the first white, multi-racial school in Africa, Waterford 
Kamhlaba boarding school in Swaziland. Waterford was designed, and in part, constructed by his father Pancho 
Guedes. Pedro also donated his weekend labor to the project, as depicted in the adjacent sketch by the teenaged 
Pedro. Dianne was also associated with the school as the art teacher. Her practical “activism” then extended to 
smuggling her sister and brother-in-law out of the country in the back of her car. Her brother-in-law was being 
pursued by South African authorities because of anti-apartheid activities in 1966. Both Pedro and Dianne later 
extended their activist views to education and design. Pedro adopted a participatory view of architectural education 
when teaching at the London Architectural Education; for example, by encouraging students to vote fro their 
preferred design tutors and projects. Their activism can also been seen in their hands-on, collaborative approach to 
tradespeople at Selvalegre.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pedro Guedes, on the right, was one of the founding 
students at this African multi-racial, democratically 
orientated school. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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Pedro’s axonometric sketch of the construction of the Waterford Kamhlaba school. Dianne worked as an art teacher at 
Waterford in the 1960s. 
Source: Image courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
 
* Although many people associate anarchy 
with anti-social, “punk” behavior, much 
anarchic theory advocates a libertarian social 
consciousness (Woodcock 1986). In this 
view, people are seen as inherently capable 
of self-determination and self-organization. 
Anarchists reject “top-down”, managerial 
social models.  
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the negotiated toolbox 
 
The regular, on-site negotiation between occupant / designer and builder at Selvalegre leads to the next method, 
the negotiated toolbox. It is like design-by-making with a twist: the designer-client becomes an assistant to the 
tradesperson they employ, contributing both ideas and physical labour on the site. To be hands-on, the client must 
successfully “negotiate” access to contractor’s tools or materials *. This is an unusual approach because the client, 
who is also the designer, is both commissioning labour whilst volunteering his own. In Pedro’s case, he helped with 
the labour so that he could also seize any creative opportunities arising on site. In a traditional model, negotiations 
between designers, clients and builders revolve around the masterplan and construction drawings will still guide the 
overall design responses. However, the evolving design model uses on-site negotiation as the primary design 
mechanism, with drawings taking a secondary, supportive rather than coordinating role.  
 
An important part of negotiation at Selvalegre was Pedro’s hands-on involvement with contractors. His desire to 
help with the construction took many contractors, like the kitchen cabinetmaker, by surprise. This was usually 
because contractors had been treated hostilely in the past by suspicious clients or architects adopting a managerial 
model. Clients, and even architects, may not have physically built anything themselves, so may fail to understand 
the challenges faced by makers; this naturally creates a tense working environment. Pedro tried to create a different 
work atmosphere. While he did not formalize his arrangement with his contractors, he would spend a lot of time on 
site watching and quizzing the contractors. He would then offer to help order materials and donate his labour, to 
both help the contractor (and reduce costs), and also to explore design details. He did this during the kitchen fitout 
when he helped the cabinetmaker by ordering materials and finishing.  
 
Pedro became particularly interested in hands-on construction in London when working on interior fitouts and 
exhibition projects. His own London kitchen renovation was constructed from rubbish salvaged in London 
construction bins. To incorporate these elements into his design, Pedro became an amateur building apprentice for 
several months. When he found an object, he would first take it apart and reconstruct it to learn about its 
construction. He would then use this knowledge and intimate material familiarity to decide how to incorporate it into 
the kitchen. 
 
 
 
 
Design-by-making involves physical and verbal 
negotiations. Exhibition design also requires a 
hands-on negotiation with clients, curators and 
installers, as was the case with the Sovereign 
exhibition at the V&A museum to celebrate HM 
Queen Elizabeth’s birthday. It was designed by 
Pedro when he worked at Pentagram 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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* Negotiating on site requires both collaboration 
and action. ‘In the opposing duality of the social 
and the personal lies the potential for action…In 
settings with more than one decision-maker, 
the resolution is the result of negotiation’ (Lerup 
1977, p. 29). 
 
Project evolution through on-site negotiations with contractors. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes and Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes. 
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in-situ valuing 
 
By working with contractors on site, Pedro could often find opportunities to improve and add value to the project by 
capitalising on unexpected site conditions. This method is in-situ valuing, as the “value” is achieved as a result of a 
design decision made on site during construction. Many architects would baulk at the impromptu building approach 
in commercial practice, arguing that it involves greater time or costs *. This argument does not take account of the 
conservative predictions about site conditions and possibilities made by professional designers to reduce risk. 
Pedro provided one example of this value-adding method at Selvalegre: the under-house excavation at the 
beginning of the project. Pedro did initial scale plans showing the extent of the excavation, based on predictions 
about concealed rock and soil conditions identified in the soil survey. Soil surveys are based on individual, random 
samples so cannot be 100 percent accurate. Pedro decided to work alongside the bobcat operator on site and 
together, they were able excavate further than initially thought. The result: a larger and therefore more valuable and 
useable house with minimal additional materials and labor. Amended drawings, reflecting these on-site 
modifications, were subsequently lodged with the council for certification. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
additional, “unexpected” excavation 
The original construction drawings lodged with the 
council, showing the extent of excavation, were based on 
“guesstimates” about the soil conditions. The bobcat was 
able to excavate further than anticipated, increasing the 
lower floor plan area; amended drawings were lodged 
with local building authorities. 
Source: Elevation and plan drawings, courtesy of Pedro 
Guedes. 
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* Fine-tuning projects on site happened in 
traditional vernacular settings, not commercial 
design practice where pressures on time and 
cost demand finished, marketable “products” – 
even if these “products’ would work better if 
fine-tuned by their users. As discussed in the 
previous chapter, many advocates of the 
design-by-building approach feel that it is 
unsuitable to commercial market conditions 
(Alexander 1964, p. 77; Mitchell 1993, p. 44).  
 
By working alongside the bobcat operator, Pedro excavated further than originally guessed, thus creating a larger under-
house space.  
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes and Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes. 
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clandestine construction 
 
The next method, clandestine construction, is not recommended for registered professionals due to potential 
violations of building and criminal law. It involves construction without prior, official building approval, which activists 
see as impeding the building process and / or making it more expensive.  Some activist occupants lack the technical 
skills to negotiate building authorities, so sidestep this process altogether. The clandestine approach empowers 
individuals to initiate and construct their homes as they see fit, behind closed doors, or fences as the case may be. 
Occupants may involve willing contractors or builders to help them construct their building projects, as was the case 
with Mrs. Ivy, a home owner and landlady in Berkeley *. In this case, the project appeared to be constructed to safe, 
acceptable building standards, even if it lacked official, prior building approval. The equivalent, legitimate approach 
for professionals might be to experiment on elements exempt from building approval, whilst practicing safe 
construction practices. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Architect Lars Lerup (1977) refers to the 
evolving, though officially clandestine building 
and garden projects of Mrs Ivy, who 
constructed several buildings on her double-
sized residential lots in Berkeley, California (pp. 
88-96). Lerup was a tenant in one of the 
buildings on her property. Mrs Ivy would hire a 
builder to help her renovate or construct entirely 
new buildings, without prior building approval 
and in response to changing family 
circumstances. She was also open to tenant 
ideas and experimental room fitouts. Even 
though Mrs. Ivy did not get planning 
permission, Lerup argues that her attitudes 
towards building-garden integration exemplified 
the garden city approach embedded in the local 
town plan. Clandestine building does not 
necessarily mean violating or rejecting the 
existing social and communal fabric of one’s 
environment; rather, its advocates lack the 
skills, time or patience for the onerous 
bureaucratic policies that frustrate their design-
by-building-and-living approach.  
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Building behind closed doors: clandestine construction often blurs the line between legal and illegal building.  
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In the DIY approach, there is a blurred line between what constitutes new building work and simple repair and 
maintenance. This fine line was seen in the garage reconstruction at Selvalagre. An existing termite-eaten garage 
was beyond repair and required demolition and replacement. Pedro perceived the work as repair rather than new 
building work, but some neighbors saw it otherwise; the council was contacted during construction, and issued a 
stop-work notice. In the end, the project proceeded as intended with only minor changes to the size of the driveway 
gravel and the approval of Pedro’s scaled drawings and engineering certification. This situation shows the social 
and cultural problems of an evolving, somewhat clandestine process. It was not that the physical building itself 
violated planning or building regulations - the final building replicated the simple, existing garage form and did not 
detract from the existing laneway streetscape. The problem with the neighbors and the council really lay in the 
disavowal of a top-down, managerial approach to environments. Regulatory controls naturally stem from aberrant 
behaviors witnessed in the past. Critics of the evolving design approach are concerned that most citizens lack the 
skills and motivations to create in a safe and socially responsive manner *. These problems are sometimes avoided 
when residents involve qualified trades people, or confine the scope of work to small, non-structural projects. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* DIY does raise issues related to safety and 
wellbeing. While in some cases, DIY can 
increase personal safety issues related to poor 
workmanship (Gelber 1999, p. 275), it can also 
be self-actualizing (McKean 1989, p. 174; 
Cross 1996, p. 83; Gelber 1999, p. 292; Lupton 
2006, p. 21; Atkinson 2006, p. 7).  However, 
many regulatory bodies remain unconvinced, 
particularly when poor workmanship leads to 
injury. In a 2000 case in Brisbane, a deck 
collapsed, injuring fifteen people. This case and 
similar incidents prompted the Queensland 
State Government to issue warnings against 
DIY activity during the 2004 Easter period in a 
Brisbane weekend newspaper (Giles and 
Robson 2004). In the 1950s, American 
authorities encountered the same safety 
concerns during the DIY boom. Rather than 
discourage DIY altogether, they highlighted the 
dangers of undertaking structural repairs. 
Instead, they encouraged home renovators to 
tackle only ‘small repairs, cosmetic 
improvements, and light construction projects’ 
(Gelber 1999, p. 275). 
         
                                                                   buildings                      241 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The simple, reconstructed garage on the laneway at Selvalegre, was not produced according to the normal sequential 
building process: it received post-construction approval.  
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serendipity 
 
The next method is serendipity. This approach refers to the unique design results that appear when, by accident or 
as a result of error, materials and circumstances surprisingly align *. As discussed in the interiors chapter, materials 
and forms made through on-site experimentation may not work out as imagined. This can also apply to designs 
constructed according to plans that appear different in material quality to the original design drawings. One of the 
most prominent design elements in the Selvalegre verandah resulted from the serendipitous approach. Pedro was 
working with a carpenter to extend their kitchen into an existing verandah, which required a new verandah post. The 
carpenter misread the location of the post in Pedro’s scale plan drawings, causing a mismatch between the 
verandah stump and the verandah roof rafter. To resolve this issue over the weekend, Pedro assembled an 
interesting, angled bracket from discarded timber and temporary clamps which the carpenter bolted in place the 
following Monday. The resultant, tree-like post is more visually interesting than the original proposal due to its 
unusual shape and recycled timber members. Serendipity is one way of describing the mysterious, elusive qualities 
of both physical buildings and designing. Pedro, for example, is critical of user-focused design approaches that fail 
to address the mysterious aspect of designing. Pedro argues that reducing design options to patterns or simple 
typologies – seen in A Pattern Language (Alexander at al 1977) - can downplay the serendipitous nature of 
designing on site. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* According to the Collins English Dictionary 
(2000), serendipity is ‘the faculty of making 
fortunate discoveries by accident’. The term 
was supposedly made popular by Horace 
Walpole, who developed three fictitious 
characters with this skill in the fairytale The 
Three Princes of Serendip.  
         
                                                                   buildings                      243 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Serendipity in action: the verandah post evolved from a series of errors and accidental discoveries. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes and Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes. 
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drawing decay 
 
As with Avebury St, Selvalegre developed with minimal construction drawings. This is because it developed on site 
primarily through making, rather than drawing. Exact construction drawings do little to support the evolving, material 
realities of these projects, so any drawings used during construction tend to be minimal in detail. There are other 
forms of drawing and visual representation that support an evolving approach to design. The final method, drawing 
decay, refers to the making of drawings for evocative rather than representational purposes: evoking the growing, 
decaying nature of environments. These drawings tend to be used to capture project qualities post-construction: or 
prior to the beginning of a project to suggest its ephemeral direction. These imaginary drawings convey the 
unfinished, qualitative dimensions of a project, rather than technical details and specification. They convey the 
evolutionary approach designer-maker-occupants use over time, by exploring a particular issue, event or moment in 
an environment. This can be seen in two different drawing approaches to architectural competition briefs. 
Competitions require architects to produce drawings because, even if they wanted to, they cannot physically 
develop the design on site when it is speculative - or even a hypothetical place. One way around this dilemma is to 
produce evocative sketches suggesting a design “attitude” towards future use and materiality – instead of highly 
detailed prescriptive drawings. This can be seen in Pedro’s competition entry The House of A Million Doors and A 
Thousand Passages, for the 1976 Shinkenchiko Competition. Pedro proposed an evolving city made of doors that 
mysteriously and automatically opened for the city occupants, providing passage to a new area. The doors, like the 
older city parts themselves, gradually decayed as new parts of the city opened up. This fantastic proposal was not a 
literal building representation, suggesting instead an ephemeral approach to building, materials and site. Pedro was 
inspired by the imaginary drawing styles used by other architects. Piranessi’s drawings of decaying, overgrown 
building ruins; Lebbeus Woods’ squat-like sketches and collages; and Rodrigo Perez de Arce’s (1980) imaginative 
perspective drawings of Chandigarh buildings, all evoke environmental growth.  
 
Pedro also used the imaginary drawing technique to document his previous kitchen refurbishment in London, 
assembled from architectural salvage on site. Pedro generated an elaborate, hand-colored, post-construction 
elevation drawing. Even though the drawing is accurate and scaled, it is not simply technically descriptive: it evokes 
the material richness of the renovation after its effective completion, and is a palpable reminder of the designer’s 
former dwelling. 
 
 
 
Pedro’s rendered elevation of his London Kitchen 
refurbishment. It does not evoke decay per se, but rather 
the rich material qualities of the recycled, diverse project 
elements. 
Source: Drawing image courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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Pedro used an axonometric drawing to convey variety and growth in his hypothetical competition entry The House of A 
Million Doors and A Thousand Passages, for the 1976 Shinkenchiko Competition. 
Source: Drawing courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
 
Different sketches used at Selvalegre to support design-
by drawing. Speculative and competition projects require 
a different approach, seen in the adjacent images. 
Above: Kitchen elevation used to check rafter and floor 
beam alignment. 
Below:  Kitchen manufacturing drawing. 
Source: Drawings courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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There will always be tensions between design drawings and built material realities, particularly when projects have a 
user-centered focus yet are developed remotely from the users and their sites. This difficulty was highlighted in the 
then highly publicized international competition for the 1970 Previ/Lima: Low Cost Housing project *. Encapsulating 
the social and democratic spirit of the times, this project called for designs that empowered the poor, local residents 
to develop their own environments. The responses implied a systematic approach to design or assembled 
elements, although based on local material and construction techniques. Many of the published drawings are based 
on technical diagrams about expansion and modularity. There is little information about whether the competition 
translated into a successful outcome for the residents.  
 
A recent, different attempt to evoke occupant activism through drawn design propositions is Brian Scott’s (2003) 
thesis Architecture vs. Punk Rock: A distillation of the DIY ethic across different media. Scott, interested in punk DIY 
approaches to making, created a fictional cartoon depicting the appropriation of an existing, disused building by 
architects. His drawings visually illustrate a process of designing, making and inhabitation because he uses a 
manga-like format: a format normally used to convey action and narrative development. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Many architects in the 1960s and 1970s 
were interested in how drawn design 
propositions could represent and allow for 
some degree of future user adaptation and 
appropriation. This can be seen in the limited 
competition submissions for the Previ/Lima: 
Low Cost Housing project in Peru, published 
in the AD journal (1970). The competition 
brief required architects to propose a 
construction system that could be adapted by 
the occupants. Many of the submissions 
incorporated a system or modular-based 
approach to houses. Christopher Alexander, 
part of the Centre for Environmental 
Structure team, proposed a series of spaces 
and elements based on their analysis of local 
building traditions. Alexander used this as 
the basis of A Pattern Language (1977), the 
text advocating a view of design whereby 
occupants develop projects by assembling 
and developing different design elements or 
patterns. 
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Explanatory text, axonometric and plan diagrams in Pedro’s The House of A Million Doors and A Thousand Passages, for 
the 1976 Shinkenchiko Competition. 
Source: Image courtesy of Pedro Guedes 
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The challenges architects have representing evolving design via drawings often transfer into the design of actual, 
new projects. This was an issue Pedro encountered when working on kitchen refurbishments in the 1980s and 
1990s. His own London kitchen was made of architectural salvage, assembled on site over time so he could avoid 
detailed working drawings. At the same time as he made his kitchen, Pedro was using prescriptive construction 
drawings when working as an architect and kitchen designer. This was because the clients wanted projects to be 
constructed and finished as single entities by paid cabinetmakers. This had implications for the design approach. 
Pedro designed several kitchens with different or non-coordinating components that gave the visual impression of 
being collected over time. Yet in the end, this was a visual trick because the kitchen was constructed all at once. 
The latter design approach may visually evoke change, but does not emerge from it.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Chapman kitchen designed by Pedro in the 
1980s. It was designed to look like it was made of 
different elements constructed over time.  
Source: Image courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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Pedro and Dianne’s hand-made London kitchen was assembled on site from architectural salvage, over months, so did 
not require construction drawings.  
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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sites 
Pedro and Dianne focus their design energies on four main places within the Selvalegre project: hot-rod house; 
transitional spaces; outbuildings; and planting. Both Pedro and Dianne collaborate in these sites; however, each 
plays a leading role in particular areas and projects. Dianne is the driving force behind the planting, while Pedro 
focuses on the building fabric, transitional spaces and outbuilding sites.  
 
hot-rod house 
The first site is the hot-rod house, Pedro’s term for the ornamentation and decorative display within house interiors 
and exteriors. Pedro believes personalization is a key issue of DIY home-making, pointing to a similar culture in the 
creation of hot rod vehicles. He argues that drivers create unique cars for themselves using accessible technologies 
from the local auto shop, in the same way that home owners customize standard hardware products. At Selvalegre, 
for example, mass-produced IKEA kitchen fittings are customized with purpose-built doors, fittings and finishes *. 
 
As with Avebury St, much of the work happens as interior fitout which does not require building approval. Pedro 
discovered the experimental nature of interiors when working on exhibitions and residential refurbishments in 
London. Exhibition designers need to work with a complex array of physical, temporal and social issues. This can 
be seen in the Sovereign Exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, 1991-1992, designed and project 
managed by Pedro when he worked at Pentagram. The exhibition commemorated Her Majesty, Queens Elizabeth 
II’s 40th birthday, and included three large gallery spaces containing significant artifacts such as the Magna Carta, 
and information about HM - all in all, 1500 exhibits. Pedro had to liaise with many diverse groups of people, 
including trades people and the queen’s representatives. Pedro also had to work out systems of construction and 
display that could be quickly installed. He designed the exhibition as if it was a series of shop fronts, involving a 
glass manufacturer who normally replaced vandalized shop front glass. The V & A were unaccustomed to 
accommodating diverse, messy building trades within their pristine spaces, as they usually use in-house installers.  
 
Pedro also designed other exhibitions, such as exhibition stands for toy manufacturer Hasbro in 1986-1987, and, 
with Russell Hall, the Australian submission for the Triennale di Milano exhibition in 1996. As with Sovereign, these 
projects required Pedro to make design decisions by being hands-on during the fabrication of the elements, a 
method atypical of much professional architectural design practice. He even designed a television set for an 
episode of the Channel 4 Television Series Room for Change in 1986. The program suggested strategies for 
renovating apartments and houses. 
 
Pedro experimented with many decorative 
techniques and materials when working in interior 
sites such as exhibitions; for example, Sovereign, 
designed to commemorate Queens Elizabeth II’s 
40th birthday.   
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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* Many if not all houses are, to some degree, 
hotted up. Some transform this DIY practice 
into a way of life due to necessity, lifestyle 
choice or a combination of factors (Atkinson 
2006, p. 3). DIY advocates believe that 
standard, readily available materials and 
approaches can be used in inventive and 
thought-provoking ways (McKean 1989, p. 
148; Lupton 2006, p. 25). Although Steven 
Gelber (1999) differentiates between the 
creative and utilitarian aspects of DIY, he still 
acknowledges its overall creative benefits 
(pp. 269-270). Adapting standardized houses 
helps residents to personalize and transform 
houses into homes (Attfield 2000, p. 188). 
 
Hot-rod house? Standard IKEA light fixtures and kitchen cupboard carcasses were incorporated into Selevalegre 
alongside custom-built elements – such as the built-in mirror with decorative surrounds made of recycled letter printing 
blocks. 
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The experimental living, object rearrangement and testing at Selvealegre resembles the interior change seen in a 
seminal 20th century building, the Eames House, by Charles and Ray Eames in California. The project was officially 
known as the Case Study #8, because it was part of a program of experimental, postwar housing. The Eames’ 
treated their house itself as an experimental laboratory, an ongoing project of experimental living and working. 
Charles and Ray were also notable for their investigation and exploitation of new manufacturing technology and 
materials: showing how modern, mass-produced technologies are readily used in uniquely crafted projects *. Using 
standardized elements requires designers and architects to act as creative “assemblers” in their projects, 
appropriating and changing existing parts in a process arguably similar to urban redevelopment. However, other 
than the more obvious fact that the Eames house was a new building, and  Selvalegre a renovation project, it also 
evolved slightly differently due to changes affecting built-in  elements and the plan extent *. Selvalegre’s small 
extensions within the verandah zone developed individually and somewhat spontaneously over time, rather than 
according to a set floor plan. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Even if furnishing, interior partitions and object 
display changed regularly, the basic spatial 
configuration as defined by the structure was 
worked out in advance of construction (Colomina 
1997, p. 133). This can be seen in the 1949 plan 
published in Arts & Architecture. Nevertheless, the 
Eames’ general approach to standardized 
elements involved alteration and appropriation of 
standard parts, often by the inhabitants. I believe 
the Eames’ germinant, DIY thinking is more 
obvious in their approach to interior design and 
decoration, and furniture and object design. They 
used the term “functioning decoration” (Kirkham 
1998, p. 192) to describe the changing display of 
personal and inspirational objects, and they 
designed changeable interior fittings to encourage 
other people to engage in this activity. Their 
pegboard wall system for screenwriter Philip 
Dunne’s 1952 office fitout accommodated 
changing display elements (Kirkham 1998, p. 
193). They also designed toys, such as The Toy 
(1951) and House of Cards (1952) that could be 
assembled and reassembled into different 
configurations. These latter projects embody the 
do-it-yourself attitude to creating form seen in 
contemporary installation projects, particularly 
those tapping into the energies of children. Toys 
encourage an uninhibited approach to life, which, 
according to the Eames, was perfect for exploring 
design problems (Colomina 1997, p. 139). 
Another residential project, the Santa Monica 
House, was similar to the Eames’ toys in that it 
was assembled from standard parts, in this case 
ordered from catalogues (Sadler 2000, p. 141).  
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Changes at Selvalegre not only included decorative elements 
and surface materials, but extensions within the line of existing 
verandah – such as this outdoor, though covered, shower 
room. 
 
 
 
    
    
      kitchen 
shower  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
           site plan  
  
           
“pop-out” additions 
The kitchen on the upper level, and outdoor shower on the 
lower level, were both extended within the verandah zone. 
Site plan diagram by the author, based on @2008 as-built 
plan. 
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transitional spaces 
 
The next key Selvalegre site, transitional spaces, refers to building work done at the edge of the building, the 
blurred line between interior fitout and external new work. Transitional spaces include covered verandah zones or – 
as with Avebury St – extensions to window awnings. Many occupants of timber Queenslander houses traditionally 
appropriate verandah spaces to extend their internal floor area. Other than purpose-designed sleepouts, verandahs 
are often enclosed, often haphazardly, to make sleepouts to accommodate new babies or relatives. These 
sleepouts also make great studies, walk-in robes and second bathrooms. An interesting addition to Selvalegre, the 
outdoor bathroom, happened underneath the existing verandah, attached to the lower guest bedroom. This large 
shower room is enclosed by corrugated iron and flymesh, and can be screened for privacy with external, hand-
made fabric blinds. It also, prior to the drought, made a great children’s water play space. The kitchen was similarly 
extended within the existing verandah zone.  
 
Building and awning overhangs also make interesting building elements that not only protect the building from 
climate, but can be used for display and personalization. Selvalegre’s kitchen window awning ledge is prominently 
located near the entry, and is a great place for Dianne to display her green thumb. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The outdoor, enclosed bathroom, built under the 
existing verandah. 
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Window awnings, roof overhangs and window ledges make spaces for display and personalization: here, custom-
built wall protrusions at Selvalegre’s entry. 
 
 
Transitional spaces represent a blurring between 
inside and outside, natural and human-made. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes and 
Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes. 
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outbuildings 
 
The next site, outbuildings, provides experimental opportunities for many activist occupants *. For example, artist 
Allan Wexler converted a standard garden shed into a living space. Some outbuildings like sheds can also be built 
without prior building approval. Regulations vary between local councils, but generally structures like sheds and 
unroofed patios that do not exceed specified dimensions can be constructed without prior certification – although 
they must be constructed safely to avoid negligence and even criminal damage in the event of an accident. Pedro’s 
work outside of the house included work on his combined garage and workshop space. As discussed in the 
preceding methods section, Pedro confronted bureaucratic difficulties when reconstructing his garage because the 
council deemed it as new, rather than maintenance work. Due to their height and dimensions, garages are usually 
defined as new building work anyway. In the end, the garage reconstruction provided a site for exploring labour and 
construction techniques described in more detail in the following materials section. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Artist Allan Wexler created a site-specific 
installation by altering standard garden storage 
sheds, called Vinyl Milford House 1994. He was 
interested in the minimum spatial requirements 
for a house (Schulz 1998, p. 46). Due to the 
restricted shed dimensions, he inserted pull-out 
furniture into custom-built alcoves protruding 
from the shed envelope. These alcoves also 
served to visually differentiate the buildings 
from other storage sheds.  
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View from the entry verandah to the garage / workshop at Selvalegre, which was reconstructed within the envelope of 
the existing termite-eaten building. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes and Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes. 
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planting 
 
The final site, planting, was Dianne’s area of practical and conceptual expertise. Dianne transformed the Selvalegre 
site into a tropical oasis. Gardens are personally significant to both Pedro and Dianne as they each spent at least 
part of their childhood in tropical parts of Africa. Their attraction to their original Brisbane house stemmed from these 
early childhood experiences. Even the house’s name means “happy jungle” in Portuguese. It was also the name of 
Dianne’s residence in Mozambique, where Pedro and Dianne first met. Before living in Africa, Dianne spent the first 
seven years of her life growing up in a traditional courtyard house in Peking, now Beijing. The house centered on a 
courtyard containing a pond and planting, which acted as the organizing space for surrounding bedrooms. 
Selvalegre’s courtyard entry also contains a goldfish pond, converted from an existing swimming pool. Dianne  
believes designers need an open-ended and flexible approach to life, which could be described as philosophical 
(Guedes and D’ Alpoim Guedes 2006). For Dianne, plants and gardens both embody and encourage this sensibility 
because they literally evolve in unpredictable ways, particularly during uncontrollable times of drought *.  
 
Dianne also attributes her openness to an evolving view of life – and design - to the cultural and social contexts in 
which she was raised. Not only did she grow up immersed in growing, verdant landscapes: she was exposed to a 
Taoist, spiritual view of change and growth. Dianne spends many hours cultivating and tending the plants, as well 
as developing stronger interconnections between the plants and built spaces. Dianne was instrumental in building 
elements such as the deck and internal windows that better connect living rooms to garden views and breezes. The 
house entry was also reoriented to the rear laneway access to better capitalize on Northern bay breezes and 
garden views. Her artistic skills are also expressed in the display of natural and found objects throughout the 
garden, which appear like temporary installations.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dianne spends time tending to the garden, now a 
tropical oasis. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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* The ephemeral aspects of living in buildings 
help us reassess the role of buildings in our 
lives. According to Thomas Moore (1994), 
tending to and caring for homes and gardens 
has deep, spiritual significance. Moore 
describes everyday activities like doing the 
dishes and hanging out washing as artful, 
meditative practices, not tiresome chores (p. 
286). To see these activities in this light 
requires a shift in thinking akin to a Buddhist 
perspective of life. Philosophers often believe 
philosophy can have practical outcomes for 
everyday life when used to understand and act 
upon our daily problems - although the critical 
process involved in this insight may further 
uncover new problems (Deleuze and Guattari 
2004; de Botton 2000). We can also look at the 
other influences acting upon buildings to see 
the unpredictable nature of all life. In this vein, 
Jonathan Hill (2005) suggests that weathering 
of buildings forces us to reconsider the architect 
as the primary creator controlling building 
design. In a recent issue of The Journal of 
Architecture (2007), several theorists 
highlighted a similar interconnection between 
architecture and dirt. In many of the papers, dirt 
was used as a framework in which to challenge 
a sanitized, ordered sense of architecture and 
its production (Campkin and Dobraszczyk 
2007, p. 350).   
 
An interesting, temporary arrangement of timber sleepers in Selvalegre’s “front” garden, now used as the rear entry. 
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materials 
 
Many of the materials used at Selvalegre are accessible, standardized and often purchased from DIY retailers such 
as IKEA, so they are inexpensive and easy to assemble. DIY is largely associated with non-professional designers 
and amateurs. Using DIY products and materials enables relatively unskilled laypeople to create and make things 
with minimal or no help from professional consultants. DIY makers can circumvent the normal hierarchies 
associated with professional practice, particularly in terms of the commissioning and sequencing of projects. The 
DIY maker can act as client, designer and builder simultaneously, developing projects by blurring these normally 
independent roles. The non-hierarchical nature of DIY also enables professionals to work outside of their normal 
areas of expertise and working methods as they can design and develop projects through the processes of on-site 
construction and experimentation. 
 
architectural bling 
 
The first material category is what Pedro terms architectural bling (Guedes and D’Alpoim Guedes 2006): the 
decorative fixtures and finishes used in a building. People use bling jewelry to change their clothing style or look: so, 
too, do people update internal fittings to refresh or update their homes. Unlike buildings structure, fixtures such as 
light fittings and built-in cupboards are easily replaced. Pedro dislikes using expensive accessories simply because 
they reflect a style associated or popular with designers. He believes using a particular, identifiable design style 
restricts a building’s material and aesthetic options, and therefore its capacity to evolve. If a building has a flexible 
aesthetic, it can accommodate different elements, including standardized products. Making these everyday, DIY 
materials site-specific requires designers to be experimental and inventive. Standard items can also be combined 
with unique, crafted elements. In their vaulted dining room, Dianne and Pedro paired standard IKEA light fittings 
with a corrugated iron ceiling, made by Pedro with architect Russell Hall.  
 
 
 
 
 
IKEA cupboard carcasses and bench tops are 
customized with finishes, custom-built doors and 
non-IKEA handles. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes and 
Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes. 
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Pedro’s hand-made and decorated dragon-rafter awaits a final home.  
 
 
* Jonathan Hale (2000) describes inhabitant-
focused design approaches as 
‘improvisational’ (p. 200). He uses the term 
improvisational to refer to two issues. First, 
the many on-site changes that happen 
without prior planning. Second, the 
somewhat adhoc appearance of buildings 
constructed by their occupants. He is 
particularly concerned with the latter issue,  
and in one example, refers to ‘an architecture 
of often chaotic and somewhat over-complex 
forms’ (p. 205). This reinforces the 
importance of a visually unified, controlled 
building style to some architects: a concern 
which may preclude the design approach 
seen at Selvalegre.  
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repurposed technologies 
 
The next material category, repurposed technologies, refers to appropriating a manufacturing or construction 
technique from another product or area. This is a popular technique amongst do-it-yourself advocates *. 
Repurposing also allows designers to make an interesting detail and / or achieve a cost saving. Pedro repurposed 
trades people’s skills to achieve cost savings at Selvalegre. One example is the use of glass mosaic pool tiles to 
make a kitchen splash back. The contractor, a pool tiler, was able to supply and install the tiles at a cheaper price 
than an ordinary tiler, because he purchases mosaic tiles in bulk to suit pool quantities. The neighbours were 
surprised to see a pool installer’s sign outside their residence with no swimming pool in sight.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pool tiling in the kitchen! 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes and 
Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes. 
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* Pedro and IKEA founder Ingvar Kamprad 
have similar approaches to technology 
transfer and repurposing. In order to achieve 
cost savings on many IKEA product lines, 
Kamprad will often appropriate a 
manufacturing technique from a different 
product area. One example relates to the 
manufacture of galvanized steel waste paper 
bins, which were popular but expensive. 
Ingvar realized that these bins resembled 
tomato soup cans, and so he organized a 
deal with a can manufacturer to produce an 
inexpensive product range (Lewis 2005, p. 
88). 
 
The kitchen splashback glass mosaic tiles were supplied and installed by a pool tiler 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pero Guedes and Dianne D’Alpoim Guedes. 
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tolerant building structures 
 
Another example of repurposed technologies was the construction of the garage structural posts by the fencer. 
Pedro realized that fencers work with bulk quantities of posts and so the fencer could easily and quickly install the 
steel posts to replace termite-eaten ones. This example also illustrates the next material category of tolerant 
building structures. Pedro wanted to reconstruct the timber garage by effectively constructing a new building within 
the existing damaged building shell. He organized for the fencer to install posts around the existing timber posts 
which were later removed. The fencer was unaccustomed to working with building structure, so Pedro took a 
cautious approach to structural sizes and specifications. He asked the fencer to use the largest steel post size and 
to double the amount of concrete used in the footings. The structure easily complied with engineering specifications 
when certified post-construction. Yet as previously discussed, an experimental, DIY approach to structural elements 
is risky because of safety reasons, and, therefore, should be avoided. Designers wanting to use fine engineering 
solutions and non-standard tolerances need to collaborate with a structural engineer and resolve details in advance 
to construction. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The garage is located on the fence line, and 
the fencer also installed the new perimeter, 
replacement steel posts for the garage.  
 
 
 
         
                                                                   buildings                      265 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cautious engineering: oversized, rather than minimal structural elements replace existing elements. 
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totemic objects 
 
Not all the materials used at Selvalegre are standardized. I call this special category of materials totemic objects *. 
These are objects that are symbolic or personally significant. Pedro believes all things and materials have their own 
spirit or story. In his words, ‘things have an active character’ (Guedes and D’Alpoim Guedes 2006). Dianne similarly 
describes Pedro’s animistic view of design as ‘paganistic’. By incorporating recycled objects into buildings, a 
building can develop its own spiritual life and qualities. Both Dianne and Pedro attribute this spiritual understanding 
of things to early childhood experiences in Africa, where spiritual, totemic objects are used in everyday life. Pedro 
illustrates this view in his animistic approach to found and recycled objects at Selvalegre. There are many examples 
of totemic objects either built into the building walls or displayed on purpose-built shelves. Both approaches can be 
seen in an internal window frame between the study and the stairwell, made of an antique mirror frame (circa 1890) 
given to Pedro in London. Pedro and Dianne removed the mirror backing on the glass so that it could provide an 
unexpected view into an adjacent study. Two Nigerian ibeje figurines are symmetrically displayed on the mirror’s in-
built shelves, possibly originally accommodating gas or candle lights. These twin male and female figures are 
normally displayed by the Yoruba people for good luck when twins are born: at Selvalagre they act like guardians of 
the stairwell. These figurines reveal a narrative thread from Pedro’s childhood and architectural pasts to present-day 
life as an architectural academic. As a teenager in 1962, Pedro assisted his father architect Pancho Guedes, by 
photographing the highly decorative African Indebele houses and contents. His images were later published in the 
French Aujourd’hi magazine.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pedro’s garage in Mozambique, 1966, became his 
personal storehouse for interesting objects. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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* According to the Collins English Dictionary 
(2000), totems are natural or person-made 
objects symbolizing one’s family or group, 
and are often associated with rituals. 
 
The antique mirror frame from London became an internal window with a surprise view of an adjacent study – and its 
occupant.  
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Pedro’s reuse of significant objects was inspired in part by a seminal, 19th century English architect, Sir John Soane. 
Soane collected objects of antiquity and often used these objects as catalyst for remodeling a space in his own 
home. A recent project at Selvalegre resonates with Soane’s approach. Pedro and Dianne used a circa 1810 papier 
maché architrave, also brought from London, to create a new internal window to the living room. The egg-and-dart 
architrave was made in the Greek revival style, and is a quirky addition to a simple Queenslander house. The 
project had both practical and poetic motivations. On a practical level, it provided much-needed ventilation, 
capturing Northern Bayside breezes. On a poetic level, it was a remnant of their life abroad. Pedro acquired the 
architrave from an antique specialist, who also tutored with him at the London Architectural Association. He jokes 
that it is probably the oldest architrave in Brisbane.  
 
Pedro acquired the art of collecting and repurposing at an early age in Lourenço Marques, Mozambique. This 
Portuguese port town provided safe passage for artifacts being shipped from Africa to Europe. He also grew up 
watching his father, architect Pancho Guedes, who created buildings incorporating quirky, hand-made details. 
Pedro’s family garage became personal storehouse for unusual, inspiring objects: a practice that was to extend to 
the renovation of his homes in London and Brisbane.  In the Selvalegre garage, an iron grille from a London 
underground lift and his handmade dragon-rafter, await future design projects. The first lift grille became a pot rack 
in his London Kitchen refurbishment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A London underground station lift grill made a great 
“pot rack” in Pedro and Dianne’s London kitchen  
Source: Photo courtesy of Pedro Guedes. 
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Regency meets Queenslander: a large internal window funnels bayside breezes through the stairwell, and symbolically, 
London memories. The architrave, circa 1810, was installed in 2008. The one ‘designer’ fitting in the house is the 
Noguchi paper lamp, also brought from London, now suspended over the stair. 
 
Personal objects awaiting – and generating – new 
projects at Selvalegre. A piece of carved Italian 
marble alongside a timber pediment, both salvaged 
in London, propped temporarily outside the stairwell 
in 2008. 
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cabinet-worlds 
 
While many totemic objects are built-into walls, some objects are purposefully displayed within custom-built 
containers or shelves. This final material approach is cabinet-worlds, akin to the previously discussed cabinets of 
curiosity or studiola common in the fourteenth century *. Pedro and Dianne’s displays specifically refer to the many 
places or worlds they have inhabited. They have spent most of their life in far-flung locations, from Africa and 
England to South Africa and South-East Asia. The cabinet-worlds at Selvalegre enable Dianne and Pedro to display 
souvenirs of their exotic life. The best example of this at Selvalegre is the custom-built display box incorporated into 
the kitchen window, adjacent the main house entry. It contains locally sourced recycled bottles reminiscent of the 
archetypical message-in-a-bottles once used to send “messages” abroad.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Detail of a display frame housing African witchdoctor 
artifacts.  It is reminiscent of shadow-boxes, small 
wall-mounted display shelves popular in the 1950s, 
used to display trinkets.  
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* Studiola enabled fourteenth century Italian 
residents to display personally significant 
objects in the home (Cline 1997, p. 39). 
 
A Selvalegre cabinet of curiosity: a combined window and display box. 
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summary 
Studying Pedro and Dianne’s approach to the Selvalagre project both confirmed and extended my own experiences 
of Avebury St and other similar projects described in literature. This shed light on the three focus questions guiding 
my research, also described in the introduction:  
 
• Which ideas underpin an ephemeral approach to building design?  
When designers explicitly acknowledge that buildings are evolving, indeterminable entities, they accept and in 
fact seek out an experimental, ephemeral design approach that is quite different to mainstream professional 
practice.  Ideas like unfinished building, bricolage, active dwelling and impromptu architecture disclose the 
active, participatory and evolving nature of buildings. The themes of growth and change permeate Selvalegre’s 
design process. 
 
• Is it possible to establish certain conditions in a project to allow it to grow and evolve over time?  
At Selvalegre, it was important to work without a masterplan or an overall project manager, introducing variety 
and change through the individual contractors working on the project. Similarly, it was important to create 
projects that, in the main, do not need prior building approval, so that designing developed through on site 
negotiations with the contractors. For projects requiring building approval, drawings were minimal or sketchy so 
that most of the details could be resolved on site. Changes and errors on site are seen as creative 
opportunities, such as the mistakenly-located verandah post. Pedro acknowledges that this requires an open-
ended aesthetic or style, as a strict, unified visual appearance can thwart the degree to which projects can 
incorporate unexpected changes of direction.  
 
• Are there specific materials, techniques and projects that designers focus on when make an evolving 
building?  
Experimental projects need to avoid structural work for safety reasons, and to avoid unnecessary conflicts with 
regulatory bodies. Pedro likes to work with recycled and found objects because, to transform them into building 
materials, they require inventive, lateral thinking. These materials often appear after a project has started, 
which often means the project has to develop in a new direction. Conversely, Pedro likes to work with very 
standard, off-the-shelf products, but he will use these in unusual applications; for example, using fence-posts to 
form the new garage building, or using curved corrugated iron as an internal ceiling. 
 
 
 
Selvalegre. 
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Selvalegre is a project of growth. Image shows the existing swimming pool that was modified as a gold fish pond, near 
the laneway entry. 
 
 
         
                                                                   buildings                      274 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Projects like Selvalegre do not follow a hierarchical, centralized model whereby designers are the central 
protagonist or authority. If we were to map the evolution of Selvalegre, I would use the term rhizomatic rather than 
arborescent *. There was never a central masterplan or idea, and the building differed from the original drawings 
done for the first building approval. Similarly, the involvement of different contractors resulted in changes to the 
extent of building area and details such as the verandah post. Combing both standardized and uncommon, recycled 
elements created unique, unexpected results.  As a consequence of its decentralized structure and unexpected 
pathways, a project adopting a rhizomatic structure requires more risk taking from its participants over time. Risks 
may include unexpected design results and living in a state of flux. This does not necessarily mean projects are 
unsafe or even less safe than conventional buildings, but that their spontaneity does not conform to normative, 
arborescent models expected of commercial, professional practice: ‘Never send down roots, or plant them, however 
difficult it may be to avoid reverting to old procedures’. (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, p. 25).  
 
There are many similarities between the different projects, and design and art practices that I have interrogated in 
this research so far. In the following, concluding chapter, I introduce the idea of germinant practice as a theme 
underpinning all the projects. I also speculate on the challenges and benefits involved in germinant practice.  
 
* As previously discussed, Deleuze and 
Guattari (2004) describe ordered, hierarchical 
approaches to life as arborescent; while 
evolving approaches are called rhizomatic (pp. 
3-28). 
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            practices:   
fieldwork summary 
 
Concludes this research document using the theme of germinant practice. 
. 
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introduction 
 
The final chapter of this document is a summary of germinant practice: a way of simultaneously thinking about, 
making and inhabiting environments. Germinant practice explains why, and how, some professionals want to design 
projects whilst occupying and constructing them. Germinant emerged as a crucial idea when conceptualising, 
analysing and comparing the final fieldwork project, Selvalegre, to Avebury St. The idea of the germinant is a theme 
underpinning the design practices discussed in the preceding chapters. However, the main research purpose– 
reflecting the spirit of germinant thinking - is speculative and exploratory. There is a danger in detailing practical 
methods and material categories using un-categorical thinking, yet it is better to suggest ways to extend this 
position than the alternative: engaging blindly in design activities that potentially oppress this view.  
 
Previous chapters covered specific issues associated with particular projects. This chapter describes design 
practice in generic terms, drawing upon the fundamental issues seen in the fieldwork projects. To draw forth 
qualities of process, practice and conceptualisation that are of relevance to architecture, this chapter employs the 
same format of other chapters by identifying key ideas, methods, sites and materials for germinant practice. The 
three questions raised at the beginning of this document also guide this chapter: 
 
• How do installation art and experimental making reveal the germinant nature of buildings?  
• How does a germinant space evolve, unfold, become?  
• How can our design practices celebrate and reveal the germinant nature of life? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Discovering the germinant.  
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, 
based on originals courtesy of Tamara Rasmussen 
and the author. 
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The growing nature of buildings.  
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, based on originals courtesy of Graham Meltzer and the author. 
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key ideas 
 
There are three key ideas related to the germinant approach to design practice. The first idea, germinant, is 
supported and extended by the two related ideas: evolving; and rhizomatic. These ideas, also summarised in the 
germinant theories chapter, stem from the collaborative writings of philosopher Gilles Deleuze and psychoanalyst 
Félix Guattari. 
 
germinant 
 
This first key idea, germinant, is an adjective referring to the developing nature of things. The term comes from the 
Latin germināre, to sprout (Collins English Dictionary 2000). The terms germane and germinal are also 
philosophical terms from the biophilosophcial tradition, a particular interpretation of evolutionary theory *. The term 
germinant evokes the movement characteristic of evolving design projects. A germinant view of life frames the world 
as the creative interaction of forces, events and moments in time, rather than independent subjects and objects. 
Philosophers reflecting germinant ideas are not concerned with the origins or purity of things, accepting instead the 
transience, blurring and mixing of different ideas. This approach helps us understand the nature and practice of 
architecture in ways that may challenge architecture in its current, commercialized, product-oriented form. If 
architecture is understood as germinant and created by multiple influences over time, it is not something that an 
architect can fully anticipate or control. Art theorist John Rajchman (2000b) presents this style of thinking as 
empirical and active, hinting at material experimentation; ‘something one must make and do, and learn by making 
and doing’ (p. 6). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Philosopher Gilles Deleuze and psychotherapist 
Félix Guattari (2004) use the term ‘germinal’ (p. 
182) to describe how things become, change and 
unfold. They illustrate this idea using the concept 
of the egg as the potential of life, ‘this intense 
germen’ (p. 182), from which matter emerges. The 
egg may contain genetic information, inherited 
from the parents, that predisposes an offspring’s 
form. Yet, due to other evolutionary influences, 
the egg does not completely determine the 
offspring’s development. This means the child is 
not a reproduction of the egg / parents, but is 
rather ‘the contemporary germen of its parents’ (p. 
182). This creative view of life has implications for 
the way we approach art making and building. A 
practical example can be seen in Deleuze and 
Guattari’s discussion of artisan modes of 
production. An artisan develops form by working 
with the particularities of a material like wood or 
molten metal, rather than imposing a pre-
conceived form on material; ‘artisans are those 
who follow the matter-flow as pure productivity’ 
(Deleuze and Guattari 2004, p. 454). This artisan 
approach to creation may be at odds with 
professional designing, whereby architects and 
designers make materials and matter conform to a 
preconceived idea. Deleuze and Guattari’s 
germinant thinking is supported and clarified by 
other theorists. Keith Ansell-Pearson (1999) 
describes Deleuze’s writings as a philosophy of 
germinal life, encouraging us to see the creative 
opportunities outside of mainstream approaches; 
‘Deleuze is a philosopher of the crack, of the 
cracks of life and of modes of communication that 
allow for novel becomings and transformations’ (p. 
10). Ansell-Pearson also argues that germinal 
thinking is ethical thinking, because it liberates us 
from narrow, dominant, and human-centric 
conceptions of life and nature (pp. 14-15). 
         
                                                                   practices                                    279 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Buildings that shift, grow and develop.  
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, based on originals courtesy of Graham Meltzer and the author. 
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evolving 
 
There are many different, interconnected ideas reflecting germinant thinking, yet I will focus on two key ideas that 
describe this approach to design practice: evolving; and rhizomatic. These two terms are related, albeit with a 
different focus. Evolving refers to the ever-changing nature of buildings, and indeed life itself. Philosophers 
reflecting evolutionary thinking within the biophilosophical approach believe that, even if a tendency or potential to 
evolve is encoded in present life, the actualization of this potential will differ from situation to situation *. As we 
cannot fully anticipate our futures, the way we live our lives is experimental to some degree. This has implications 
for the way we think about environment creation, construction and inhabitation in terms of time. Much design theory 
and practice fails to acknowledge the evolving and experimental nature of built environments, particularly the way in 
which change is implicit to architectural conception, production and inhabitation. Designers and clients alike want to 
minimize the forces of change and experimentation that might alter what they consider to be their finished building 
product. It is hard to see buildings as evolving entities when they are bounded by contracts, limited time-frames and 
specifications. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Many of the biophilosophical texts 
advocating an evolutionary view of life are 
influenced by evolutionary scientists, such as 
Charles Darwin. Deleuze and Guattari (1987; 
2004), Keith Ansell-Pearson (1999) and 
Elizabeth Grosz (2004; 2005a; 2005b; 2006) 
use the concept of evolution in a particular 
way: to better understand existence in 
experimental, creative terms. In their view, 
life, things and people do not develop 
according to an overarching ‘master plan’ for 
life. Even if genes encode the potential 
direction for evolution, there is potential for 
mutation, change and complexity due to the 
interactions of the many influences creating 
life: ‘Evolutionary schemas would no longer 
follow models of arborescent descent going 
from the least to the most differentiated, but 
instead a rhizome operating immediately in 
the heterogeneous and jumping from one 
already differentiated line to another’ 
(Deleuze and Guattari 2004, p. 11). 
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The developing nature of buildings.  
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, based on originals courtesy of Graham Meltzer and the author. 
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rhizomatic 
 
The third key idea, rhizomatic, has been discussed in preceding chapters. Rhizomatic conveys a blurring of ideas 
and approaches, and is also associated with Deleuze and Guattari (2004, pp. 3-28). Rhizomatic thinking is used as 
both an idea and a method by philosophers and researchers alike, to explain the structures underlying different 
processes and activities. The key issue in these metaphors is the way modes by which thoughts (like plants) grow 
and proliferate. Rhizomes spread their shoots in many different directions. Although the shoots remain 
interconnected, they do not spread from a centralized point such as a tree does (an arborescent structure); 
 
‘A rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things, interbeing, intermezzo. The 
tree is filiation, but the rhizome is alliance, uniquely alliance.’ 
Deleuze and Guattari 2004, p. 27 
 
We can also use these models to better understand design process and practice. Design practitioners reflecting a 
rhizomatic approach regard project qualities as emerging from the prolific, spreading interactions that happen 
between the many factors influencing projects. Materials, sites, ideas, labor and climate are some of the many and 
unpredictable forces that create buildings and spaces. These interactions do not follow predetermined plans or 
models. In the rhizomatic design approach, the activities of designing, making and occupation are not treated as 
linear, sequential phases. By involving themselves in constructing and occupying a space, designers are made 
aware of, and work with, many influences beyond their control. These influences include the more commonly 
recognized issues such as materials, labor, site, weather, legislation and finances. Yet there are also many other, 
often unforeseeable and time-based factors, such as changing family dynamics, difficult neighbours and mortgage 
interest rates, to name a few. The range of potential influences affecting a building’s creation are compounded by 
the long timeframes involved in making a building, particularly if we consider issues related to building maintenance 
and inhabitation as creative influences on a building’s form and quality. It is impossible to completely categorise and 
cater for the multitude of influences. What we can predict is the inevitability of a building’s change and evolution. 
Even so, designers are often removed from these somewhat unpredictable influences because they are not part of 
the design “brief” which tends to be focused on sequential building conceptualisation and documentation; reflecting 
an arborescent model of practice.   
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The blurring of activities on site characterizes a rhizomatic approach to design. 
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, based on originals courtesy of Graham Meltzer and the author. 
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germinant methods 
 
 
Even if mainstream design reflects an arborescent approach, there are other contemporary design practices that 
adopt a looser, more experimental and arguably rhizomatic approach to environment creation. The preceding 
focused on two genres of practice: site-specific installation art, and experimental making in residential projects. Both 
genres reflect a similar, germinant view of buildings, even if the degree of germinancy varies between projects. This 
is because spaces are continuously developed over time as the occupants of these environments make design 
decisions whilst simultaneous inhabiting and constructing these spaces. In the first practice, site-specific installation 
art, the audience, and sometimes the artist have to do something to, or in, the art space which changes its qualities. 
The evolutionary nature of the project is restricted by the timeframe of exhibition. In the second example, 
experimental building projects can evolve more continuously as residents design, change and construct their 
projects over long periods of inhabitation. In both instances, the form of the space is not entirely determinable or 
predictable as it evolves through making and inhabitation.  
 
There are three key methods used by all the germinant designers in this study: provoking; shifting; and blurring. All 
three terms reflect a mobile, changing view of design projects. These terms may appear loose and abstract because 
design activities are usually described in more technical, sequential terms such as sketch design, design 
development and construction drawing. The terms provoking, shifting, and blurring are used for three reasons. First, 
germinant practice is not easily categorized into a set approach. Second, the terminology traditionally used to 
describe design embodies a static, sequential view of architectural production. Third, these abstract terms 
simultaneously describe a germinant philosophical orientation to practice as well as specific design activities *.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Philosophers reflecting germinant ideas 
describe life using abstract terms evoking 
duration and transformation. This is to 
overcome the static, deterministic depictions 
of life common in Western philosophy. 
Philosopher Elizabeth Grosz (2005b) uses 
terms like becoming to challenge traditional 
portrayals of the feminine using male terms. 
Grosz argues for mobile and fluid 
conceptions that enable feminine identity to 
be continuously reinvented, rather than 
categorized and therefore contained (p. 193). 
Helen Cixous’ (1994) feminist writings are 
another good example of this latter, poetic, 
more abstract and fluid approach.  
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A germinant approach is loose, fluid, and ephemeral.  
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, based on images courtesy of Graham Meltzer and the author. 
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provoking 
 
The first method, provoking, requires germinant designers (and clients) to see the making of environments as a 
provocation: creative, ephemeral, unpredictable, fluid endeavors involving a range of influences beyond the 
designers’ control. It is important to remember that buildings are not simply experiments in physical forms alone, as 
this places too much emphasis on building aesthetics and shapes. The latter approach tends to forgo the influence 
of builders and building occupants on the shape of environments. The experimentation described in this thesis is 
multi-faceted, embracing not only physical shape influences but the interactions of materials, construction labor, 
techniques, sites, designers, and importantly, the building inhabitants.  The actual shape of the building envelope 
may even be conventional, as with Avebury St, appearing similar to other houses in the street. The experimentation 
often happens through decorative materials and non-sequential design processes, not building shape alone. 
 
In practical terms, provoking will vary between projects and designers, but in essence it will involve setting aside 
techniques – such as design masterplans or separate project managers - that fix designs in advance to 
construction. This is done in order to treat buildings as evolving entities, provocations, rather than static and 
resolved entities. ‘Architecture is not simply the colonization or territorialization of space, though it has commonly 
functioned this way’ (Grosz 2001, p. 166). Occupants may coordinate and organize different design activities on 
site, but their focus will be on harnessing the material and labour influences as they evolve, not on administrating a 
set building contract and design. Each built project will be seen as an experiment that will usually need to be 
adapted - or even demolished - in response to needs and desires. Each design decision is constructed as a 
proposition which inevitably leads to the creation of another design opportunity, rather than a resolution of a 
problem; becoming ‘a rhizome operating immediately in the heterogeneous and jumping from one already 
differentiated line to another’ (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, p. 11).  
 
 
 
 
Germinant residential projects may appear to have a 
conventional external form, as most of the 
experimental work happens inside and outside the 
existing building shell. The non-sequential 
production techniques used on projects are also part 
of this germinancy.  
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Each design project is a proposition, generating further design experiments. 
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, based on originals courtesy of Graham Meltzer and the author. 
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shifting 
 
The second method, shifting, requires designers to position themselves to take advantage of the unpredictable 
things that happen during projects. Like the artisan, a designer becomes ‘one who is determined in such a way as to 
follow a flow of matter…to itinerate, to ambulate’ (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, p. 452). This means physically 
incorporating ideas, materials, and labor into projects as they develop. Designers and artists use different 
techniques to encourage this shifting in action. First, they encourage other people like art audiences, trades people 
and building occupants to physically contribute to a work’s design and construction. Second, they minimize pre-
construction project planning to allow projects to unfold on site; for example, by producing vague or minimal 
drawings for a building project. Finally, they pursue opportunities and sites outside of their normal everyday 
practice, such as making artworks in their garden or full-scale building prototypes. These activities help designers to 
open up to other social, material and technical influences often obscured in their commercialised “day jobs”, focused 
on the delivery of the static product.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Germinant projects are characterized by unplanned 
action and interaction.  
Source: Photo courtesy of Matthew Dixon. 
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Germinant projects are also characterized by changes in directions and materials. 
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, based on originals courtesy of Graham Meltzer and the author. 
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blurring 
 
The third method, blurring, involves the project participants in building activities different to their normal professional 
roles. This is a very different approach to conventional practice, whereby participants are paid to perform 
specialized roles such as “designer” or “painter”. The segregation of roles is normally built into the building contract 
by assigning limited responsibilities to each individual. The most important issue associated with germinant 
practices is blurring, because it reconnects environments and their production with the dynamic nature of life. New 
sites, ideas, materials, labour and living mix into one continuous, ongoing activity that produces unpredictable, 
ephemeral environments embedded in the fabric of everyday life; ‘assembling elements, things, plants, animals, 
tools, people, powers, and fragments of all of these ‘ (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, p. 179). 
 
This blurring normally happens to some degree in residential projects. At a simple level, it may involve occupants 
making their own built-in furniture as they decide on room configurations in an open plan-space. In more extreme 
examples of blurring, designers will be the occupants and builders. Blurring also happens in temporary, interactive 
installations when the audience acts not only as inhabitants, but designers and makers. These latter examples show 
designers as builders and inhabitants simultaneously, continuously changing their projects in response to the novel, 
unique issues they discover in their expanded roles.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Evolving projects are intriguing and multi-faceted. 
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Design as a blurring of design approaches, projects, people and materials. 
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germinant sites 
 
The germinancy of the projects studied in this research was facilitated by specific project contexts and conditions, 
called germinant sites. These sites could be described as installations, interiors and gardens. However, working in 
these places alone may not guarantee a germinant design approach. The term germinant site denotes a physical 
location and an attitude towards it. Many of these sites are not normally considered architecture, or even design, 
and are therefore excremental to the hierarchies and dogmas affecting commercial practice. Creative opportunities 
emerge within these atypical design locations because ‘the cracks of life and of modes of communication that allow 
for novel becomings and transformations’ (Ansell-Pearson 1999, p. 10). Designers and artists can work with 
projects that do not involve structural changes to a space. This enables projects to evolve on site without requiring 
designs to be certified in advance. In internal residential settings, internal projects might involve minor maintenance 
work, changes to surface materials, colours and claddings, temporary and non-loadbearing walls and built-in 
furniture and ornamentation, while external projects could include garden maintenance and planting, external 
screens and fences. Site-specific installation projects also allow designers to experiment with temporary, interactive 
conditions and materials, particularly projects involving children. The interactive dimension of installations allows 
designers to involve other people and their material approaches in environmental creation. Experimental residential 
projects occur outside of formal art contexts so are in this sense broader, allowing for a wider range of influences on 
the creation of form over time. Projects involving owner-occupiers are also amenable to simultaneous design, 
construction and inhabitation. Similarly, there may be a fine line between new building and repair work. However, 
when projects involve the repair or replacement of building structure, they might venture into risky legal territory. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Decoration and ornamentation allow residents to 
experiment with and personalize their homes. 
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Germinant designers often focus on gardens and building surfaces.  
Source: Digitally manipulated image by the author, based on originals courtesy of Graham Meltzer and the author. 
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germinant materials 
 
Materials are a crucial ingredient in projects reflecting a germinant sensibility *. Designs evolve in response to 
materials as they are sourced or uncovered during construction. There are three main categories of materials seen 
in this study: DIY; repurposed; and recycled. Each of these material categories facilitates a hands-on, empirical 
approach usually associated with artisans, rather than designers; ‘artisans are those who follow the matter-flow as 
pure productivity’ (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, p. 454). Designers experiment with and discover the particular 
qualities of an object, and so can develop the design to suit not only the site, but the particular material qualities. By 
stockpiling unusual objects or recycled elements for use at a later date, designers can “uncover” or invent a design 
project to suit a material – rather than the other way around. By letting materials and objects dictate the design 
direction, designers ascribe value to inhuman influences during environment creation.  
 
DIY or do-it-yourself products, as well as standard and everyday materials, are accessible and relatively 
inexpensive, and so are easily manipulated by untrained “builders” such as art audience members or architects 
lacking in hands-on construction experience. In germinant projects, DIY objects tend to be customized to suit a 
particular site, sometimes described as DIY hacking. Repurposed materials are materials or objects that are used in 
novel, unexpected situations. An object may be repurposed because it is cheaper than a more expensive item, 
although repurposing also produces a far more interesting and creative outcome. Repurposing enables projects to 
be customized using quirky details. Similarly, recycled or pre-loved elements introduce a patina and narrative into 
residential projects. Many recycled objects have personal or historical significance. By incorporating these objects 
into buildings, designer-occupants retain a continuum with past lives, made even more potent when inquisitive 
visitors quiz them about these unusual details.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Deleuze and Guattari highlight that 
people are only one of the many forces 
that affect the creative processes, and 
other influences such as materials, play an 
equally crucial role (de Landa 1999, p. 36). 
Philosophers reflecting a germinant 
approach are interested in creative 
processes, not outcomes alone, nor 
human authority. This leads them to talk 
about materials and construction, rather 
than form alone.  
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A prototype for external cladding constructed by m3architecture employees in their studio garden, and made of carpark mirrors and hardware-store timber. This prototype was made to test 
its reflective qualities at different times of the day. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Ashley Paine / m3architecture. 
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practice summary 
 
Germinant philosophies help us critique hierarchical architectural and building production methods, thus advocating 
a process-based view of design. Theorists emphasise the creative, experimental processes characterising all life.  
 
I began this chapter with the following three questions, summarized as follows: 
 
• How do installation art and experimental making reveal the germinant nature of buildings?  
Both practices involve designing and making of spaces over time. They also involve the people who inhabit a 
work in the design process, be it the art audience or the building residents – who are often the designers or 
architects as well. The degree of involvement varies from minor audience interaction to the creation of entire 
houses by its occupants. The designers involved in these practices involve people in direct physical and 
material manipulation so that the space directly incorporates their feedback.  
• How does a germinant space evolve, unfold, become?  
A germinant space is one that develops incrementally, in tune with everyday life circumstances. The 
knowledge, philosophies and values designers bring to these projects are critical. Designers involved in these 
spaces may start with a clear, germinant ideology, but they do accept the ephemeral, provisional nature of life. 
They also question the designer’s role as primary design consultant in environmental creation, focusing instead 
on other influences such as materials, collaborative practice and labour. 
• How can our design practices celebrate and reveal the germinant nature of life? 
It is difficult for professional designers and architects to make evolving spaces due to the many legislative and 
professional constraints influencing their professional conduct. Nevertheless, there are certain projects and site 
conditions that encourage an evolving approach, such as interior decoration and garden maintenance.  
 
 
 
 
In germinant design approaches, a focus on 
materials and making offsets the conventional 
concern with authorship. 
Source: Image courtesy of Tamara Rasmussen. 
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Buildings emerge from complex, multiple, rhizomatic forces.  
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germinant design:  
the difference between germinant design and DIY 
 
Germinant design is an unusual approach for most architects and designers. Whilst professional knowledge of 
architectural concepts and spatial design informs the development of the projects documented here, the methods of 
production and material choices owe more to DIY and amateur building approaches. Many art and design projects 
have some germinant qualities, such as the interactive aspects of site-specific installation art. However, some 
projects like Selvalegre are best described using the term germinant design. The germinant approach differs from 
other practices involving simultaneous designing, making and inhabitation; particularly simple do-it-yourself or 
design-build in the residential design sector, when people design and make elements of their own homes. There are 
four main reasons for this difference. The first reason is the design focus of the creators. Their aim is not to design 
and make a finished product that adheres to an overall direction or design framework, as is common within 
professional building procurement. Instead, their focus is on living, and making their spaces and buildings an 
integral part of the life they lead. To better enmesh their buildings in life, these designers must do several things that 
appear unusual in comparison to professional practice. They often significantly change or abandon project direction 
when life circumstances change. They allow other people and materials to influence and change the project 
direction, so that the works are part of a broader spectrum of influences beyond the designer’s imagination.  
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The second reason germinant design differs from DIY, and similar design-build projects, is due to its rhizomatic, 
rather than hierarchical or arborescent, style of project development. Designing usually follows an arborescent 
model because it is hierarchical and sequential: designers prepare design and construction drawings; builders 
construct the drawings; clients inhabit the building. The arborsecent model is particularly apparent in professional 
design. Professionals are usually hired and paid as experts in their fields to work with clients to produce a clear 
design outcome: be it as broad as a general site analysis report, or as a detailed as a set of building construction 
drawings. Professionals are not generally paid to test out design ideas using the client’s lifestyle, site and money, 
although this can be the reality of some architectural projects. Even when clients have a more open-ended 
approach and budget, the designer often operates at arms-length, working independently in a studio setting remote 
from the construction site. In contrast, germinant practitioners design, make and inhabit spaces at the same time. 
Projects do not follow a set path; and designers do not priorotise one stage of building procurement over another.  
 
This is not to suggest that germinant practitioners operate independently of the moral, social and communal 
obligations that weigh heavily on professional practitioners. Germinant designers may be enmeshed in the social 
conditions of their project settings because they are also building occupants and makers, not simply independent 
“professionals”. They can, for example, physically work alongside trades people and other consultants as equals, 
and even as friends, rather than as project managers. Even when they are friends, professional designers must 
interact with clients and consultants according to the roles prescribed in legally-binding building and insurance 
contracts. This means, of course, that professional designing must proceed in a very organized, sequential, rather 
than experimental and ephemeral way.  
 
The third way germinant design differs from contemporary DIY movements is because of the many changes in 
project direction characteristic of projects using this approach. Germinant designing involves an experimental 
dimension often missing in DIY practice. A germinant project tends to change direction because of the unpredictable 
influences encountered in a project, such as misread drawings, an evolved understanding of the site climate and the 
unusual skills of contractors. Both germinant practice and DIY practices involve occupants adapting their spaces. 
Do-it-yourselfers often start with design patterns or instructions which they might modify to suit their particular 
circumstances. However, their focus is usually on the finished outcome or product, so that their projects are created 
by following clear, sequential steps. In contrast, germinant practitioners regard their environments as experimental 
laboratories for testing ways of living. Sometimes this approach backfires, such as when project elements are 
discarded or even demolished. This often happens due to material failure. Some project elements become 
redundant due to changes in living requirements, such as the introduction of a new family member into the 
household. A change in the form of the project may happen due to an evolved understanding of ideas and 
materials.  
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The fourth reason germinant design differs from DIY is because germinant designers do not have a set ideological 
or political belief about materials, as is seen in anarchist and sustainable DIY movements. The experimental, 
ephemeral dimensions of germinant practice are more akin to the “punk” or anarchist interpretations of DIY rather 
than the craft-based DIY movements. In punk creative practices such as indie music and zine production, DIY is 
deployed as part of an experimental lifestyle that rejects mainstream activities and products. Punk DIY relies heavily 
on making-do and object recycling, with little financial outlays. Punk “products” are not usually well-finished, if 
finished at all. To disassociate themselves from consumerist society, contemporary punk movements also reflect an 
environmental sensibility, by minimizing waste and consumption and focusing on social empowerment. As a 
consequence of this anti-commodity and local community focus, DIY can also be associated with sustainability and 
whole-earth movements *. However, germinant designers do not necessarily advocate a clear philosophical and 
anti-consumerist position, which is essential to the punk DIY ethic. For example, germinant designers might 
combine new products from home furnishing retailer IKEA with reclaimed materials. The 1960s and 1970s also 
spurned an interest in socially empowering DIY in art and architectural discourse. Architectural firms like the 
London-based Archigram proposed a kit-of-parts approach to building, so that inhabitants could assemble their own 
buildings as required, with minimal or no –professional input. Archigram’s speculative proposals relied heavily on 
technological innovations and experimental structures that - unlike the hands-on activities of self-build housing - 
remain largely unbuilt. 
 
The blurring of design and construction on site in the projects is this study resembles pre-medieval approaches in 
which building designers were also builders, developing projects on site with minimal drawings. Since this time, 
most professional architects and designers create ideas for building plans, forms and materials through drawings 
made in offices remote from building sites. There are minimal changes to the initial ideas during construction and 
post-construction. On the other hand, many vernacular buildings are still created by building inhabitants through 
testing and construction on-site *. These buildings are not generally considered architecture or design in the 
professional sense. This vernacular approach is also constrained in contemporary western societies which require 
buildings to be pre-designed by registered professionals, and approved by legislative bodies such as local councils 
prior to construction. To enable an experimental and open-ended approach, spaces that evolve without a set plan or 
design usually exist in sites and conditions outside of professional design practice and normal legislative control. 
 
 
 
 
* The promotion of DIY for communal and 
environmental good can be seen in 
publications such as The Whole Earth 
Catalog or WEC first published in 1968. 
Stewart Brand, a biologist and the original 
editor of this encyclopedia-like compendium, 
tapped into the experimental DIY spirit seen 
in North American communes (Wikipedia 
2007a). Brand went on to advocate for social 
empowerment and user-centered design in 
many areas, including architecture. This can 
be seen in Brand’s book How Buildings 
Learn: What Happens After They're Built 
(1994), and segments of the accompanying 
television series Part 3: Built for Change 
(Brand 2000). Contemporary anarchist 
approaches advocate a similar 
environmental stance to WEC, even if 
advocates are primarily motivated by 
anarchist, anti-consumerist ideologies (Bravo 
2006; CrimethInk. Workers’ Collective 2006). 
At the other end of the spectrum, 
experimental architectural firms like 
Archigram proposed hypothetical, 
technological responses to DIY. Their 
interpretation of user flexibility and 
adaptation was to make technologically 
adaptable buildings. However, because 
these technologies were untraditional, 
expensive and / or unreliable, most of their 
projects remained physically unrealized 
(Forty 2000, p. 148: Sadler 2005, p. 195). 
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The punk DIY ethic is advocated by anarchist groups and information centres like The Black & Green Anarchist Infoshop, located in a nearby street to 
the Avebury St project. Set up in the garage under a suburban house, it is open on weekends. 
Clockwise, from left:  Ahisma House, the site of the live &  let DIY festival in Brisbane, 1-3 February 2008; a DIY book purchased from the nearby 
Infoshop (the shop is “open” when the signs are attached to the house gate); detail of a sign; when the shop is closed, the anarchist symbols on the 
trees are the only telltale signs of its existence; and detail of the DIY festival program at Ahisma House. 
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how to identify a germinant project? 
 
It is difficult to identify projects as germinant for two reasons. Germinant creators do not begin projects with a clear 
project direction; and germinant projects take time to evolve. The latter means the germinancy of projects may only 
appear several years after they have “begun”, often because there is an unexpected design element. For example, 
my first experience of Selvalegre was that it was a typical renovation of a Queensland house. I only perceived its 
gerninancy when I noticed that significant project elements were abandoned – for example, the grand entry stair – 
and other less common features appeared somewhat spontaneously – like the outdoor shower. The lack of project 
management also indicated a “different” approach to building procurement. There were no masterplan drawings for 
the project, nor a construction manager: only individuals working together, usually collaboratively, on a project site.  
These collaborations created continuity and diversity within the project. In most instances, the designers initiated 
projects and in this sense had a coordinating role, yet there was also no set project direction.  It is hard to say if, or 
even when, a germinant design project might be completed, because the projects are always evolving in response 
to changing, unpredictable influences. To confuse matters, germinant projects have elements or “sub-projects’ that 
proceed at different speeds. Some work may appear to be completed because it is functionally complete – like 
Selvalegre’s kitchen and dining room. However, the building occupants keep adding and changing elements within 
this space - such as a decorative, built-in mirror – so it is never “finished’ in a conventional sense. 
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implications for architectural discourse and practice 
There are three main implications of this study for understanding architecture and its practice. First, understanding 
germinant design projects, and the germinant aspects of mainstream projects, helps us ascribe value to activities 
and practices normally outside of professional practice. This germinancy is not restricted to a particular project type 
or practice as seen in the examples discussed in the fieldwork chapters, including; the interactive aspects of 
exhibition design, such as installation artworks; the design of a building façade as part of commercial design 
practice; or residential design involving experimentation by designer-maker-occupants. In philosophy and 
architectural theory, architecture is usually presented as a device for ordering and framing the world, so when 
architects do things to compromise their environmental control and influence, we have to rethink architecture and its 
techniques, rather than simple project types and categories of practice. Perhaps architecture is not only a medium 
through which to control and order life, or a mechanism through which to represent issues of control, but, rather, 
could be a medium for literally testing, eroding and ruining control and order. At least in some situations, 
architecture may be better understood as a part of life itself, rather than as a “container” or ordering device for life *. 
This requires the professionals to step outside of their normal architectural activities, and get their hands “dirty” 
through hand-on experimentation and failure; for example, by making experimental building prototypes, or by 
involving artists in commercial project development, might be understood as manifestations of the germinant life. In 
doing this, they confront the complex relationships between environments and the unpredictable forces that result in 
environmental creation. On one hand, germinant designers create environments to augment and respond to their 
needs and desires, which could be seen as a response to an impulse to order and frame life. On the other hand, the 
way they create their projects limits their capacity to completely control the spaces they make. They reject standard 
professional, architectural techniques that help control and predict formal outcomes: detailed orthogonal drawing, 
site construction managers, “designer” materials, and the professional distance afforded by the distinct role of 
designer as primary project consultant. The methods used to create these projects embody the tensions that exist in 
a biophilosophical view of life: acknowledging architecture as a manifestation of the human desire to order life, 
whilst simultaneously destroying this order through embracing unpredictable influences. 
 
 
 
 
* A sense of architecture as a frame for 
ordering and controlling the world can be seen 
in three recent texts looking at the philosophical 
underpinnings of architecture; Andrew 
Ballantyne’s (2007) Deleuze and Guattari for 
Architects (p. 54); Elizabeth Grosz’s (2005a) 
"Chaos, Territory, Art: Deleuze and the Framing 
of the Earth"; and a series of earlier texts by 
John Rajchman (2000a), gathered in his book 
Constructions. These authors use the writings 
of Deleuze and Guattari to discuss 
architecture’s role as an ordering device. 
Rajchman also describes a challenge to 
architectural ordering as making architecture 
‘ungrounded’ (p. 80). Rajchman’s architectural 
examples include conceptually-informed 
projects by Peter Eisenman. He focuses on the 
design intentions in these examples, rather 
than the methods of procurement and 
production - the focus of this thesis.  
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Second, by understanding germinant design, we might be better equipped to discuss and present evolving building 
projects that are difficult to describe as architecture or design. Some theorists have studied experimental, hand-
crafted and recycled environments that reveal a blurring of designing, construction and use similar to Selvalegre: 
projects like Helen Martin’s The Owl House in South Africa, Gabriel Joaquim dos Santos’ Casa da Flor in Brazil and 
Simon Rodia’s Watts Tower in Los Angeles. Theorists tend to describe these projects using terms such as visionary 
environments or outsider art, reinforcing categorizes of practice - particularly the personalities of the individual 
artists and the visual or aesthetic styles of buildings. By describing these projects as germinant, we focus on the 
many ongoing, intersecting influences contributing to the work’s creation, including – but not limited to – the 
formidable people normally identified as the work’s authors. This is particularly important as germinant designers 
never set out to create a work with a particular political or artistic intent, even if the work is later positioned this way 
by others. The works emerge from everyday necessity and desire, rather than a self-conscious design “statement”, 
even when – as in the case of Selvalegre – the designers are educated and experienced. On one level, these 
designer-maker-inhabitants may lack the financial support to make significant spatial changes or extensions to their 
existing homes and buildings, thus restricting the scope of their design activities to decoration and DIY repair. Yet it 
would be a mistake to see finances as the primary motivation. These designer-maker-inhabitants are compelled to 
work in this evolving, ephemeral, risky manner because of their philosophical beliefs, rather than a desire to 
produce a particular kind of design project. They accept all life as evolving, ephemeral and largely – though not 
always – unpredictable. Instead of using architecture to restrict or offset these ephemeral conditions – to frame and 
contain life - they treat building and spaces as an extension of this life viewed through their experimental design 
approach. 
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Third, by understanding the motivations of germinant designers, we can better recognize those aspects of 
professional practice that thwart its germinancy. The idea of germinant makes sense of why designers may 
abandon their expertise of building procurement in favor of a DIY model; and therefore, relinquish total control of 
projects. In reality, designers are only one of the influences related to building creation over a building’s lifetime. The 
difference with the germinant model is that designers acknowledge and accept this reality. The germinant approach 
has its drawbacks and challenges, particularly in relation to the legal and commercial aspects of professional 
practice. How can we as architects and designers actively work with the processes of making and materiality if our 
projects are already documented, detailed and approved prior to construction? How can we enable buildings to 
evolve on site to suit materials and situations at hand when building contracts are set up to minimise changes on 
site? And what scenarios allow us as designers to experiment with, construct and inhabit projects, when our 
professional indemnity insurance prevents us engaging in activities for which we are not officially qualified?  
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germinancy, flows and  
the tensions between design and DIY 
 
In biophilosophy, and within philosophy in general, architecture and design are characterised by a focus on order, 
hierarchy, control, State regulation, the authoritative subject. This research is significant because it presents a 
design approach that challenges designer authority and production control. The challenge happens when designers 
use materials and approaches that are outside of mainstream practice. The degree to which their authorial position 
can be challenged is nevertheless debatable, and is worthy of further investigation. This final section speculates on 
the tensions arising when designers adopt a DIY ethic, and the implications of these tensions for design practice. 
Can a designer really become a do-it-yourselfer when he constructs his own art, or are the ingrained professional 
practice norms inescapable? If a designer makes her home without a masterplan, is she acting as an architect, a 
home-maker, or both?  
 
The tensions between the approaches of professional design and do-it-yourself resemble the tensions between the 
individual human subject and the germinant explored in biophilosphy. Biophilosophy is an attempt to challenge 
human authority and centricity; DIY involves a similar desire to overcome authority in this case a reliance on 
qualified professionals, corporations and consumerism. Biophilosophers challenge human authority by describing 
life in terms of germinancy and flows; and by identifying that the individual human being is subject to those flows 
rather than the author of them. The flow and germinancy of situations varies according to the activities and interests 
of the range of subjects within those situations. Deleuze and Guattari (2004) describe three different kinds of flow 
that usually appear in varying combinations (pp. 451-452). The first flow, transhumance, shows people embracing 
change and diversity within a set context. The second flow, itinerancy, is associated with subjects “following” rather 
than controlling; Deleuze and Guattari see itinerancy in artisans who follow the particularities of materials during 
making. The third flow, nomadism, is associated with those who inhabit spaces outside of the mainstream; Deleuze 
and Guattari call these non-mainstream spaces smooth spaces.   
 
 
 
 
 
Design and DIY? The Avebury St loft stair 
resembles, and was inspired by, a seminal 
architectural work: Alvar Aalto’s stair in the Villa 
Mairea house. The project may appear to be 
“architecture” through visual association, yet it was 
not produced using the typical design-by-drawing 
manner, and the decision making on the form of the 
stair was not determined by the designer alone. The 
drive to interpret Aalto’s details and aesthetics 
stemmed largely from the joiner involved in the 
project, William McMahon, who saw an image of the 
project in a book. The project also responded to 
found and recycled materials, such as the stair 
treads originally used in the Milton Tennis centre. In 
other words, the stair form emerged from materials 
and making not attributable to the designer alone, 
even if design precedent played a significant role.  
Source: Photo courtesy of Graham Meltzer. 
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These three flow-types can be used to explain the degree to which designers engage with germinancy in their work. 
Designers embracing a DIY ethic step outside their dependency on professional systems of building and object 
procurement. They adopt a hybrid practice; juxtaposing design knowledge with DIY approaches to materiality and 
production; and juxtaposing their professional building knowledge with their everyday dwelling. Although there are 
tensions between these different modes of operation, they are productive tensions with tangible material outputs; as 
seen in the germinant residences, and germinant aspects of art and architecture, described in the fieldwork 
chapters. The germinant aspects of professional architectural practice can be seen in m3architecture’s design 
approach, when their in-house artists introduce art-making into the architectural design process; for example, 
Ashley Paine’s self-portrait informed the façade of the Micro/ Health building at the University of Queensland (as 
discussed on pp. 96-97). In a similar vein, m3architecture will make installations or prototypes in their studio to 
explore a design brief. These germinant approaches are contained by project boundaries and commission 
timeframes because they are still located within the scope of the designers’ professional, commercial practice. In 
many instances, the projects are associated with architecture, even if this involves an expanded sense of the 
discipline; m3architecture’s work has received professional awards and recognition, and has been discussed in 
professional design journals (eg. Taylor 2008, pp. 122-127). The designers promote flow, change and multiplicity 
within these architectural settings, approximating what Deleuze and Guattari describe as the transhumant:   
 
‘For example, a transhumant, whether farmer or animal raiser, changes land after it is worn out, or else 
seasonally; but transhumants only secondarily follow a land flow, because they undertake a rotation meant 
from the start to return them to the point from which they left, after the forest has regenerated, the land has 
rested, the weather has changed. Transhumants do not follow a flow, they draw a circuit; they only follow 
the part of the flow that enters into the circuit, even an ever-widening one.’ 
Deleuze and Guattari 2004, p. 452 
 
If an architect makes an experimental artwork to improve her architectural designing, she is only following ‘the part 
of the flow that enters into the circuit’. It is questionable whether or not most designers can, or would want to, 
completely overcome their “designer-ness”. However, there are potential opportunities for architects and designers 
to engage in other modes of flow outside of commercial design practice, aiming for a more itinerant practice. This 
can be seen in the motivations, methods and materials used in the Avebury St and Selvalegre fieldwork projects. 
The itinerancy of these projects arises from the degree to which the designers followed, rather than controlled, the 
project conditions. The projects were not initiated as design projects, even though they can now be positioned in 
this way. Avebury St, for example, was seen by its occupants as building maintenance and repair until it was 
“presented” as a design project in the Courier Mail newspaper; Selvalegre is made for and by its occupants, not as 
a design exemplar. The projects were not driven by the designers alone, although the designers were part of the 
setting. Much of the site interventions were made in response to a found material or object, and this is clear in the 
case of Selvalegre’s architraves and built-in ornaments.  
Dodgy details: the architect as DIY maker? 
Another detail from Avebury St, showing a 
different level of finish from that of the stair, and 
looking more like the work of an inexperienced 
builder than a professional. The results 
emerged from several physical experiments of 
my own with a DIY IKEA bookshelf. The shelf 
was tried in different configurations throughout 
the house, and was cut to suit these 
configurations. The project was driven by a 
desire for experimentation, rather than a desire 
to make a finished, detailed object. Most of the 
experimentation was done by me as the 
resident architect, who lacked hands-on 
construction skills. 
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It is also arguable whether or not a designer can become completely nomadic and operate independently of 
“mainstream” rules and regulations. Even if designers renounce all of their professional associations and liabilities, 
they (like their non-designer counterparts) are subject to the legal issues associated with the buildings they inhabit 
and modify. For example, home-owners are liable for structural construction work done without prior council 
approval for building work; a problem encountered during the “unofficial” reconstruction of Selvalegre’s garage. 
Perhaps the only examples of nomadism in building design are those elements that escape the definitions of “official 
building work” by local regulatory authorities, such as furniture making and gardening.   
 
By allowing these issues of germinancy and DIY to emerge through the fieldwork, this thesis creates a foundation 
for future exploration in architecture and design, particularly the degree to which germinant approaches can 
destabilise and provoke practice. Regardless of the study’s limitations, investigating germinant design practice 
allows us to see architecture, its occupation and its production as deeply connected. This promotes an 
understanding of environments as provisional, experimental, creative, and unpredictable. Most environments have 
germinant aspects, yet there is little research defining the underpinnings of architectural and design projects in a 
philosophy of germinancy, particularly the way in which materials and full-scale construction play an equally 
influential role in designing (as the designers themselves) when they evolve simultaneously. This conceptual gap 
has occurred not only because we fail to recognise the evolutionary, developmental nature of buildings, but because 
we adopt a hierarchic, deterministic view of building design and production.  When designers try to open up their 
practices to other people, sites and materials during designing on-site, they acknowledge the contribution of these 
influences to building creation. Designers then follow these influences, rather than controlling or excluding them. 
Buildings become ever-changing and are acknowledged as permanently unfinished, thus embedding the issues of 
both time and space in environment creation. The physical environments created by the germinant approach – such 
as Selvalegre - are site-specific, unique and rich. They are also demanding, frustrating, and time-consuming. 
Regardless of these frustrations, the designer-maker-occupants are compelled to use this approach for a variety of 
complicated reasons: ultimately, they follow this path because they see all life as germinant. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Living the germinant life: inhabiting the 
betweeness of mainstream design and 
DIY. 
Source: Photo courtesy of passer-by. 
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Detail of an interpretative model of the Avebury St project made by Matthew Dixon and the author. The model will be 
displayed amongst many other interpretative models in the forthcoming exhibition Abundant: the Australian exhibition at 
the 11th Architectural Biennale in Venice, September 2008. The model was made of offcut and found materials; primarily 
aluminum honeycomb and mirror sheet. The model sits on an artificial grass base. 
Source: Photo courtesy of Matthew Dixon 
Model: title 
germinant: avebury 
 
Model: descriptive text 
From the exterior, this project is a typical gabled 
cottage. Its interest stems from its atypical, 
collaborative methods of production, involving 
simultaneous designing, making and inhabitation. Each 
of these phases is seen as equally important, as are 
the different participants who contribute to its creation. 
This method of production enables the project to be 
fine-tuned over time as part of everyday living; with a 
minimal budget; and DIY, repurposed and, like the 
model, found and recycled materials. Focusing on non-
structural interventions in the existing building interior, 
and front and rear gardens, we bring an architectural 
sensibility to acts of building repair, maintenance, 
decoration and gardening.  
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Detail of the germinant: Avebury interpretative model. 
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